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Abstract
LOST AND FOUND IN TRANSLATION: A STUDY OF THE BILINGUAL WORK
OF SAMUEL BECKETT, JULIEN GREEN, AND NANCY HUSTON
by
Genevieve Waite
Advisor: Elizabeth Beaujour
While much has been written and theorized about translation, until recent years,
considerably less attention has been paid to the product and process of self-translation,
and self-translation studies has only recently emerged as a new and growing field of
interest in academia. In my dissertation, I analyze the extent to which literal, linguistic
loss in translation leads to figurative gain in the self-translated work and non-authorial
translations of three translingual Franco-Anglophone authors: Samuel Beckett, Julien
Green, and Nancy Huston. In addition to examining how self-translators and nonauthorial translators afford themselves liberties in translation, I investigate the ways in
which a self-translated text can be viewed as a new and original work in its own right. By
dialoguing with and moving beyond the work of contemporary translation scholars such
as Jan Hokenson, Marcella Munson, Susan Bassnett, and Rainier Grutman, I engage in
the present critical debate about self-translation: “what is self-translation?” and “how can
self-translation be differentiated from non-authorial translation?” I argue that, in
opposition to non-authorial translation, which typically adheres to a closer sense of
lexical, syntactic, and semantic fidelity, self-translation, as exemplified by the bilingual
work of Beckett, Green, and Huston, represents the ultimate form of creative rewriting
and linguistic and semantic refinement.
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Introduction
I sensed that it was what translators cannot translate… however diligently they
may compare the results of their efforts with the original… but something is lost
which can be retrieved only by going back to the source.
—Julien Green, Le langage et son double, 218
The problem, of course, is that languages are not only languages. They are also
worldviews—and therefore, to a great extent, untranslatable…
—Nancy Huston, Losing North: Musings on Land, Tongue and Self, 38

It seems that something is always “lost” in translation. Whether, as Julien
Green observes, it is because of the discrepancies that occur between the Hebrew and
English translations of the 23rd psalm, or the “untranslatable” worldviews of bilinguals
according to Nancy Huston, translations always appear to lose something of the letter and
spirit of an original source text. But “translative9 loss,” which will be defined here as the
visible, literal omission of certain words or passages of a text, can produce a deeper sense
of figurative gain in which the meaning and orientation of a text can be dramatically
refined, restructured, and rewritten in translation. Ultimately, this figurative gain can
produce a “second original” text (Grutman and Van Bolderen 324) or, as certain
translation scholars observe, “a new original on the model of the old” (Hokenson and
Munson 199). “Translative loss” and figurative gain occur not only from the cultural,
lexical, and syntactic differences that exist between languages, but also from the
individual linguistic and editorial liberties taken by an author or translator.
While much has been written and theorized about translation (Friedrich
Schleiermacher, George Steiner, Roman Jakobson, Walter Benjamin, Paul Ricoeur, and

9

“Translative,” as defined by Jan Walsh Hokenson and Marcella Munson in The
Bilingual Text: History and Theory of Literary Self-Translation, designates “the process
of translation” (13).
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Henri Meschonnic, among others), until recently, relatively few texts have focused on the
art and practice of self-translation.10 Moreover, there is a particular shortage of texts
comparing the degree of “translative loss” and figurative gain that occurs within a selftranslated work of literature to that in a non-authorial translation. Besides a sparse
selection of scholarly articles,11 which examine the different translative techniques used
by an author in comparison to outside literary translators, the topic has been left relatively
unexplored.
By focusing on the self-translated work of three translingual Francophone
writers, Samuel Beckett, Julien Green, and Nancy Huston, this thesis will examine the
relationship between literal (i.e. “translative”) loss and figurative gain in translation.
More specifically, it will investigate the extent to which “translative loss” occurs not only
in the self-translated works of Beckett, Green, and Huston, but also, and to a lesser
extent, in other non-authorial translations of their work. By analyzing the ways in which
self-translators construct a more liberal and re-creative interpretation of their original
source texts than do non-authorial translators, this study will assess the beneficial
aesthetic, structural, and linguistic effects of “translative loss” and rewriting in
translation. It will therefore compare authorial to non-authorial translations of a selection

10

To date, the most prominent and comprehensive works on self-translation include Alien
Tongues: Bilingual Russian Writers of the ‘First’ Emigration by Elizabeth Klosty
Beaujour, Beckett and Babel: An Investigation into the Status of the Bilingual Work by
Brian T. Fitch, Writing it Twice: Self-Translation and the Making of a World Literature
in French by Sara Kippur, and The Bilingual Text: History and Theory of Literary SelfTranslation by Jan Hokenson and Marcella Munson, as well as a selection of scholarly
articles.
11
Several articles that present a rigorous comparative study of non-authorial translation
and self-translation include “L’étranger intimement connu” by Désirée Schyns, “Entrelangues et réécritures spéculaires : La tentation pré-babélienne de Boudjedra ?” by
Touriya Fili-Tullon, and “Against Self-Translation” by Christopher Whyte.
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of works, including The Lost Ones (Le Dépeupleur), Molloy, Waiting for Godot (En
attendant Godot), Watt, and Worstward Ho (Cap au pire) by Samuel Beckett, Le langage
et son double, Memories of Happy Days (Souvenirs des jours heureux), Sud (South), and
Mont-Cinère (Avarice House) by Julien Green, Black Dance (Danse noire), Limbes /
Limbo, Splendeur et misères de la maternité (Huston’s non-authorial translation of The
Mother Knot by Jane Lazarre), and The Mark of the Angel (L’empreinte de l’ange) by
Nancy Huston. Within this comparative analysis, “translative loss” will be shown to
produce a net gain of linguistic, semantic, and structural refinement while working to
form a new and original work of literature in self-translation. This analysis will show that
self-translation, and not non-authorial translation, should be viewed as the ultimate form
of creative rewriting and revision. Such a contention will, in turn, seek to move beyond
present scholarly debates about the essential poetic and theoretical differences between
self-translation and non-authorial translation.
Concerning the creative nature of self-translation, Julio-César Santoyo
claims that, “…self-translations do, at times, end up modifying their original. If the act of
translating is a creative one, there is little doubt that self-translation is its most creative
expression….” (30). In accordance with Santoyo’s view, bilingual writer Raymond
Federman observes how the act of self-translation can not only enlighten, reassure, and
reassert the knowledge presented in the original source text, but also how it can, on
occasion, correct the errors of that text while offering a continued extension of the
author’s work. In an essay on self-translation and bilingual writing entitled “A Voice
within a Voice: Federman Translating/Translating Federman,” Federman writes, “…[selftranslation] is no longer an approximation of the original, nor a duplication, nor a
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substitute, but truly a continuation of the work—of the working of the text” (Federman,
par. 17). In light of Santoyo and Federman’s statements, it is easy to see how the act of
self-translation lends itself to a more creative process of interpretation and production
than non-authorial translation. No longer obliged or inclined to follow an exacting, literal
interpretation of an original source text, as a self-translator, the author is free to grant him
or herself more liberties in translation. Indeed, this tendency toward creative, authorial
rewriting in self-translation plays an essential role in the context of “translative loss” and
figurative gain. Because an author/self-translator possesses the uninhibited authority to
modify his or her original source text in translation, he or she is inevitably free to omit,
shorten, or revise certain passages in a translated, target text. “Translative loss,” which is
defined by the literal omission of certain words, phrases, or passages from a target,
translated text, is therefore an integral part of the creative process and product of selftranslation.
While focusing on the novels, short stories, poems, and plays of Beckett,
Green, and Huston, this dissertation will examine the ways in which, rather than adhering
to a stricter sense of literalism and “autonomous restatement,” a self-translated work
demonstrates a freer use of creative variation and “interpretive parallel” (Steiner 266)
than a non-authorial translation. Unlike non-authorial translators, who typically seek to
maintain a closer and more faithful interpretation of an original source text, selftranslators tend to frequently rewrite their work in translation while producing a second
target text that can be viewed as a new and original work in its own right. Among these
three writers, Nancy Huston has perhaps most closely shared Santoyo and Federman’s
view of self-translation as a creative/re-creative process. In fact, when she received the
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Prix du Gouverneur général for Cantique des plaines in 1993, Huston identified her
French translation as a “réécriture” [rewriting] and “re-création” [re-creation] of her
original English-language novel, Plainsong (Klein-Lataud 222). In an essay entitled
“Traduttore non è traditore” [The Translator is Not a Traitor], Huston further described
translation as a perpetual, necessary, and honorable process of rewriting: “Traduire, c’est
ça qu’il faut… c’est même la seule façon de ne pas trahir, il n’y a que ça de vrai.
Traduire, éternellement traduire” [We need to translate… it’s the only way to avoid
betrayal, the only truth. Translate, always translate] (Le Bris and Rouaud 158). For
Huston, self-translation is an important tool that can be used to improve, revise, and
rework the narrative of an original source text all the while producing a new and unique
work of fiction. The process of translation is therefore a continual and beneficial one for
her.
Linguistic creativity and rewriting in translation are, of course, not unique
to Huston. In fact, a number of translation scholars, including Andre Lefevere, Susan
Bassnett, and Anthony Cordingley, among others, have compared non-authorial
translation to a unique mode of rewriting that occurs by and through the process of
translation. These, among other scholars have gone so far as to argue that the word
“translation” should be re-labeled “rewriting” (Cordingley 14). In opposition to these
assertions, however, this dissertation will show that the term “rewriting” should be more
closely applied to the practice and process of self-translation, since non-authorial
translators are generally confined to more restrictive linguistic and semantic restraints
than self-translators.
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Certain scholars have already observed a significant level of creative
rewriting at work in Samuel Beckett’s texts. Pascale Sardin-Damestoy, author of Samuel
Beckett auto-traducteur ou l’art de “l’empêchement,” for example, claims that “La
pratique de l’auto-traduction beckettienne a… en effet ceci de remarquable qu’elle est
l’occasion d’une véritable réécriture de chaque texte dans l’autre langue” [The Beckettian
practice of self-translation is… remarkable because it offers a genuine rewriting of each
text in the other language] (16). Similar to Huston’s aesthetic perception of her selftranslation of Plainsong, Sardin-Damestoy views Beckett’s self-translated oeuvre as a
true instance of rewriting from one language to the other. For Sardin-Damestoy, this
unique process of rewriting produces two distinct texts in French and in English.
Like Sardin-Damestoy, Michaël Oustinoff examines the dramatic use of
rewriting and reinterpretation that is present in Beckett’s self-translated texts. While
Sardin-Damestoy qualifies Beckett’s self-translations as veritable rewritings of the text in
either French or English, Oustinoff claims that Beckett’s self-translated, target texts not
only provide his readers with “transformed” echoes of his original source texts, but also
with a perpetual sense of linguistic and literary differentiation between both of his
languages. Oustinoff asserts that
L’œuvre beckettienne est donc une œuvre en perpétuel mouvement d’une
version à l’autre, celle-ci annonçant celle-là, celle-là étant l’écho
transformé de celle-ci, et les deux étant par conséquent consubstantielles
l’une à l’autre. Ce n’est pas le décentrement (H. Meschonnic) qui est le
terme adéquat pour décrire l’œuvre de Beckett mais l’éloignement, ou
plutôt le fait de différer sans cesse” [Beckett’s oeuvre is thus in perpetual
movement from one version to the other, one text announcing the other,
one text being the transformed echo of another, and both being
consequently consubstantial with each other. Decentering (H.
Meschonnic) isn’t the adequate term to describe Beckett’s work but rather
distancing, or the act of continuous difference] (Oustinoff, Bilinguisme
d’écriture et auto-traduction 253).

7

Bilingual writer Julien Green has also, on a number of occasions,
commented on the complex nature of self-translation, as well as on the cultural disparities
that occur between languages. In Le langage et son double, Green expresses his desire to
be a “good” translator, noting how the “…difference between a good and a bad translator
is that the bad translator thinks in the language from which he is translating, whereas the
good translator thinks in the language of his translation” (254). Though Green believes in
the translatability of all languages, he also views each language as a unique world with
distinctive ways of seeing, feeling, and existing. And although a number of scholarly
texts and articles have been written about Green’s bicultural identity, it is interesting to
note that relatively little has been published on his work as a self-translator. Even less, in
fact, has been written about the degree of “translative loss” and figurative gain that
occurs within his bilingual work.
Concerning the power of cultural difference and rewriting in selftranslation, in Le langage et son double, Green nostalgically recounts his experience
writing his first book in English, Memories of Happy Days in 1940. Although he admits
that he first started writing this autobiography in French, he informs his readers that he
soon switched to writing in English, realizing that it would be more “natural” to direct his
narrative towards an American audience and an American publisher (248). Yet, after
writing the entirety of this work in English, Green found that he had created a very
different version of the text he had originally intended to write in French, one that
appeared to reflect the Anglo-Saxon tendency to possess “an extreme reticence in
expressing its feelings” (256). Green writes, “In reading the proofs of my book, I was
struck by all that I had left unsaid and that I should most certainly have said in that book,
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had I written it in French… It was as if the language itself had opposed certain
disclosures in a book of that type” (256-258). In this case, it seems that the culturally
distinct and comparatively discrete nature of the English language caused Green to
produce a very different version of the story he had originally intended to write in French.
Or perhaps, as Green suggested himself, he had adopted a different way of thinking while
writing in a different language. According to this reasoning, a certain cultural mindset,
and a certain French way of feeling and seeing were lost when he wrote Memories of
Happy Days in English. Nevertheless, what was gained, according to him, was a lighter
and less “serious” (258) work of literature that had been rendered more culturally
accessible to the American public.
Pascale Sardin-Damestoy observes how self-translations can often
improve the general reception of a work of literature in another language, and how, for
several of Samuel Beckett’s staged plays, his revisions in translation provide his readers/
spectators with noticeably refined versions of his original source texts. Indeed, for
Sardin-Damestoy, self-translation is a means of improving an original source text and of
“eliminating” its imperfections. She writes:
La duplication, comme procédé permettant au poète de recentrer son
œuvre, d’en rendre la réception plus efficace dans l’autre langue,
s’applique bien au genre théâtral, l’auto-traduction devenant un moyen
d’améliorer le texte d’origine, d’en éliminer les imperfections, ou d’aller
plus avant dans une direction seulement ébauchée auparavant. C’est ainsi
que, d’un point de vue scénographique, plusieurs pièces portent le fruit des
mises en scène auxquelles Beckett a participé [Duplication, as a process,
allows the poet to re-center his work, and to make its reception more
effective in the other language. This applies particularly to the theatre,
where self-translation becomes a way of improving the original text, of
eliminating any imperfections, or of advancing in a direction that was only
sketched out beforehand. Thus, from a theatrical point of view, several
plays bear the fruit of Beckett’s productions] (53).

9
More specifically, in one of Samuel Beckett’s self-translated plays,
Waiting for Godot, “translative loss” is so acute that it presents the reader with a radically
revised version of the play in translation. In fact, in the English version of this play,
bilingual readers notice many different omitted words and passages, along with a variety
of dramatically revised stage directions. As John Fletcher astutely observes, the
discrepancies that appear in the English-language version of En attendant Godot (Waiting
for Godot) stem from various revisions that were instigated by Beckett’s close friend,
French director Roger Blin. Fletcher explains:
It was at Blin’s instigation that he [Beckett] suppressed several passages
that seemed too long or literary, or that seemed to break the tension in
some way. Thus, all the omissions that critics have noted in the English
text, compared with the original French, are those practiced by Blin in
production and therefore left out by the author from his English
translation… (Cohn 25).
This observation demonstrates how “translative loss” and rewriting in selftranslation can also be products of editorial decisions that are made by someone who is
not the author of the original work, such as a theatre director or an editor. Though
Beckett’s French director prompted him to make these changes, these suppressions and
omissions continue to reflect the ways in which “translative loss” and rewriting in selftranslation work to refine a text while producing a new and original work of literature.
Waiting for Godot is an excellent example of the extent to which literal,
“translative loss” can create a more semantically and structurally cohesive and accessible
version of a translated, target text. By accepting his director’s advice, Beckett was able to
effectively revise his English translation while removing and shortening certain
cumbersome passages from his original French play. In Waiting for Godot, Beckett was
inevitably invested in the visual, performative nature of his work, and he was thus
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inclined to accept his director’s advice. The play was therefore, from a theatrical point of
view, improved in translation.
Similar to Beckett’s translative work on Waiting for Godot, Julien Green
also made a number of significant omissions in his English language self-translation of
Sud (1953) following the advice of one of his French directors, Jean Mercure. According
to critic Pascal Aquien, Green’s English translation of Sud (which was later published in
English as South [1991]) is, as a result, much shorter than his original French play.
Aquien writes:
Lorsque la pièce était en répétition à l’Athénée, le metteur en scène, Jean
Mercure, fit observer à Green qu’elle pâtissait de quelques longueurs et lui
demanda de supprimer certains passages qui, selon lui, ralentissaient
l’action. Sans hésiter, l’auteur accepta de modifier son texte et, lorsqu’il
traduisit sa pièce, il fit les mêmes coupes. [While the play was being
rehearsed at the Athénée theater, the director, Jean Mercure, told Green
that it suffered from several lengthy sections and asked him to remove
certain passages which, according to him, slowed down the action.
Without hesitating, the author agreed to modify his text and, when he
translated his play, he made the same cuts] (Green, Sud 23).
In the context of Waiting for Godot and Sud, then, both authors’ decisions
to shorten or remove certain passages in translation helped to refine and accelerate the
general speed, rhythm, and enactment of the play on stage. Unlike their other selftranslated works of fiction, however, both Beckett and Green were obliged to consider
two different translative formats: the published, printed versions of their plays, as well as
the visual, staged performance of their scripts. Hence, the self-translated versions of these
two plays offer very different, refined, and restructured versions of their original source
texts.
Nancy Huston’s novel Black Dance (2014) is another remarkable example
of the extent to which revision and omission in translation can promote the creation of a
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linguistically refined, rewritten, and “lisible” version of a translated, target text.
Originally written in French with dialogues that alternate between French, English,
and/or Joual and a variety of Portuguese, Italian, German, and Latin words, Danse noire
(2013) appears to the reader as an intricate and somewhat disorienting exercise in fiction.
Huston’s subsequent English self-translation, Black Dance, however, presents fewer
instances of multilingual dialogues and intra-textual self-translations throughout the body
of the text. As a result, Black Dance offers monolingual and bilingual readers a
linguistically and semantically simplified version of the original French narrative. The
novel is therefore rendered more linguistically accessible and coherent in translation, and
the author’s use of creative reinterpretation, reduction, and omission appear to be an asset
to the literary presentation and cohesiveness of the novel. In the case of Black Dance/
Danse noire, literal, “translative loss” creates a very concrete and visible net gain for the
reader.
As George Steiner notes, translation causes certain texts to be “negated by
transfiguration, by an act of appropriative penetration and transfer in excess of the
original, more ordered, more aesthetically pleasing. There are originals we no longer turn
to because the translation is of a higher magnitude…” (314). An analysis of a selection of
other bilingual works by Beckett, Green, and Huston will therefore allow bilingual
readers to examine the beneficial side of “translative loss.” In this sense, “translative
loss” will be shown to produce a net gain of structural cohesiveness and linguistic and
semantic accessibility.
In his article “Against Self-Translation,” Christopher Whyte discusses the
differences between self-translated poetry and non-authorial translations of poetry while
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providing a compelling defense for non-authorial translation. Whyte boldly argues, “Selftranslation… is almost a question of voiding the poem of its content, which may, indeed,
be the language in which it was written” and “…the person least qualified to translate any
poem is the person who wrote it” (68). For Whyte, a third-party translator appears to be
more capable of translating a poem than a poet who self-translates his or her own work.
Moreover, and as opposed to non-authorial translation, Whyte claims that the process and
product of self-translation radically alters the original appearance, meaning, and
“language” of a poem. Whereas Whyte views “translative loss” as a negative and
undesirable consequence of self-translation, this dissertation will show how it should be
viewed in a positive light as it typically promotes the creation of new and unique
translated, target texts.
As we have begun to see, “translative loss” can be intentional (based on an
author or translator’s personal decision to omit certain words or passages from a text),
unintentional (stemming from the fundamental cultural and linguistic disparities that
occur between languages), and/or circumstantial (instigated by a writer, director, or
outside translator’s advice on how to translate a text). Furthermore, it is essential to note
that literal (translative) loss can lead to a deeper sense of figurative gain within the
narrative of a self-translated, target text. By exploring literal loss and rewriting within
and through the bilingual work of Beckett, Green, and Huston, this dissertation will
uncover the many ways in which meaning, coherence, and linguistic clarity can, in turn,
be gained in translation. By analyzing the ways in which “translative loss,” linguistic
creativity, and rewriting function within a translated work of fiction, this study will
attempt to offer a new and insightful understanding of the relationship between self-
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translation and non-authorial translation. More specifically, “translative loss” will be
shown to produce a net gain of linguistic, semantic, and structural refinement while
promoting the creation of a new and original work of literature in self-translation. In
relation to the bilingual work of Beckett, Green, and Huston, self-translation, and not
non-authorial translation, as certain scholars contend, will be shown to represent the
ultimate form of creative rewriting and revision.
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Chapter One
Translating Oneself and the Work of Others: Some Theoretical Perspectives
Unquestionably there is a dimension of loss, of breakage—hence… the fear of
translation, the taboos on revelatory export which hedge sacred texts, ritual
nominations, and formulas in many cultures. But the residue is also, and
decisively, positive. The work translated is enhanced.
—George Steiner, After Babel: Aspects of Language and Translation, 316
In a successful self-translation, the writer finds alternatives and compensations in
the two linguistic systems at his disposal, and the text passes. The voice passes,
and is unmistakably the same in both languages, and this very fact indicates that
it emanates from a self which must exist below both languages, flowing up
through the growth rings of the tree, manifesting itself in a bifurcating trunk and
in separate systems of branches and leaves, all of which are in active balance.
—Elizabeth Beaujour, Alien Tongues, 176

Though much has been written and theorized about translation, a number
of scholars, including Jan Hokenson and Marcella Munson, note how relatively few texts
have focused on the art and practice of self-translation (1). According to Hokenson and
Munson, self-translation, as well as the different ways in which bilingual writers tend to
“rewrite a text in the second language and adapt it to a different sign system laden with
its own literary and philosophical traditions,” seem to escape all general categories of
textual theory because of the dual “twinned” nature of a self-translated text. Hence,
Hokenson and Munson claim that, “the fields of translation studies and comparative
literature lack a comprehensive account of self-translation in the West” (2). Evidently,
this is what these two scholars seek to document in The Bilingual Text: History and
Theory of Literary Self-Translation, which is one of the few critical texts to trace the
theory, history, and practice of self-translation in Western Europe.
Though this study will not, like Hokenson and Munson’s Bilingual Text,
attempt to construct a detailed history of self-translation in the West, it will offer

15
additional insight not only into the art and practice of self-translation, but also into the
relationship between self-translation and non-authorial translation. In this first chapter,
self-translation will be defined and contrasted to a number of essential technical and
theoretical definitions of non-authorial translation. Furthermore, several important
theories and perspectives on literary self-translation and non-authorial translation will be
examined in order to develop a more comprehensive analysis of the “translative loss” and
figurative gain that occurs within the bilingual work of Samuel Beckett, Julien Green,
and Nancy Huston.
Individual scholars, theorists, and philosophers have, throughout time,
provided a wide range of theories concerning the history, nature, and necessity of
translation. According to Hans J. Vermeer, for instance, “Translation… is no longer the
mere transformation of a text from one language to another, but rather the production of a
target text that can function within a different context for recipients from a different
culture” (Mona Baker and Gabriela Galdanha 61). Vermeer’s conception of translation
extends beyond traditional ideas of language and linguistic interpretation to encompass
social notions of cross-cultural transfer in which a translated target text is required to
function not only within a different language but also through a different cultural
perspective. As opposed to other typical and traditional views of translation, this
perspective places more emphasis on multiculturalism, the target culture, and the general
public reception of a translated, target text than on notions of linguistic “faithfulness”
(Ricoeur 4) and adherence to an original source text. For Vermeer, it seems as if the
original work possesses a secondary status to the active production and reception of the
target text. According to Vermeer’s interpretation, then, a translation represents the
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production of a target text that is made to function in a different geographical and cultural
context.
For linguists such as Roman Jakobson and Jacques Derrida, on the other
hand, the term “translation” designates three more theoretically complex and distinct
linguistic notions: intralingual translation, translation “proper” or interlingual translation,
and intersemiotic translation. In his well-known essay Des Tours de Babel, Jacques
Derrida not only outlines the various theoretical complexities associated with the
necessity and impossibility of translation, linguistic “confusion” in and through
translation, and the multiplicity of idioms, but he also describes Jakobson’s formative
interpretation of the word translation. Derrida explains, “Intralingual translation
interprets linguistic signs by means of other signs of the same language… translation
‘proper’… interprets linguistic signs by means of some other language… Finally, there
would be intersemiotic translation or transmutation, which interprets linguistic signs by
means of systems of nonlinguistic signs” (173). According to Jakobson, the word
“translation” signifies a more complicated system that is tied not only to language and to
the study of linguistics, but also to the fields of structuralism and semiotics. Here, Derrida
notes how Jakobson’s theory demonstrates the ways in which translation can occur both
within and outside of a language.
Sharing this structural interpretation of language, Paul Ricoeur agrees that
the term “translation” can be taken “in the strict sense of the transfer of a spoken message
from one language to another or… in the broad sense as synonymous with the
interpretation of any meaningful whole within the same speech community” (11).
Ultimately, Ricoeur defends the legitimacy of a dual interpretation of the word
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translation, noting how the former view considers translation in its most typical sense as a
form of intra-linguistic transfer from one language to another and how the latter view
concurrently embraces the inter-linguistic nature of translation as it resides inside a single
“speech community.”
In “On Linguistic Aspects of Translation” [“Aspects linguistiques de la
traduction”], Jakobson delves deeper into the ubiquitous problem of translation and
linguistic equivalence across different languages. Noting how both the theory and
practice of translation “abondent en problèmes complexes” [abound with intricacies] (81)
and how “la traduction implique deux messages équivalents dans deux codes différents”
[translation involves two equivalent messages in two different codes], Jakobson stresses
the importance of placing the practice of translation under the close and constant scrutiny
of linguistic science (80).
To this end, Jakobson offers several insightful observations that support a
universal consensus of “translatability” across all languages. Jakobson contends, “Toute
expérience cognitive peut être rendue et classée dans n’importe quelle langue existante.
Là où il y a des déficiences, la terminologie sera modifiée et amplifiée par des emprunts,
des calques, des néologismes, des déplacements sémantiques, et, finalement, par des
circonlocutions” [All cognitive experience is conveyable and classifiable in any existing
language. Where there is a deficiency, terminology may be modified and amplified by
loan-words or loan-translations, neologisms or semantic shifts, and finally, by
circumlocutions] (81-82). For Jakobson, translation “proper,” which is and should remain
closely tied to the field of linguistics, represents a careful process of transformation that
aims to find equivalent words, phrases, and grammatical concepts in different languages.
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According to this reasoning, finding equivalence through difference is possible because a
translator has access to a variety of lexical, semantic, and grammatical techniques. If a
certain word lacks a direct semantic equivalent in another language, it can be substituted
with a synonym, a loan-word (“emprunt”), a neologism, a semantic shift, or even a
circumlocution. As opposed to the “monadist” view that “real translation is impossible”
(Steiner 77), for Jakobson, there is always a practical way to circumnavigate this problem
of “untranslatability.”
For other eminent linguists such as Henri Meschonnic, the concept of
translation has evolved throughout time and has ultimately created a demand for new and
modern interpretations that develop a certain kind of “poetics” of translation. Rather than
accept traditional notions of translation as a process of transformation from an original
source text to a translated target text, Meschonnic supports the conception of translation
as an interpoetic work of de-stabilization that occurs within language itself. In an essay
entitled “Propositions pour une poétique de la traduction” [Proposals for a Poetics of
Translation], Meschonnic explains how translation should no longer be regarded as a
simple horizontal movement from an original text to a target text but rather as a work
within language and an act of “décentrement.” Meschonnic writes:
La traduction n’est plus définie comme transport du texte de départ dans la
littérature d’arrivée ou inversement transport du lecteur d’arrivée dans le
texte de départ… mais comme travail dans la langue, décentrement,
rapport interpoétique entre valeur et signification, structuration d’un sujet
et histoire… et non plus sens. [Translation is no longer defined as a
transportation of the text of departure to the literature of arrival or
inversely as the transportation of the reader to the text of origin… but as
work within language, a de-centering, an interpoetic relationship between
value and signification, the structuring of a subject and story and no longer
of meaning] (313-314).
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For Meschonnic, translation is an unstable poetic process that occurs
essentially within, rather than outside of a given language. This perspective considers the
act of translation as a means of structuring a given subject and history. Furthermore, as a
“work within language,” Meschonnic views translation as a force that is designed to
balance and highlight the relationship between the value and signification of a language.
No longer obliged to preserve a certain structured sense of meaning, the act of translation
serves to rework and de-center an original source text so that it can function within a
different cultural and linguistic context. This unique and modern interpretation focuses on
the poetic and aesthetic side of translation as it relates to the active recreation and
restructuring of a text.
As Paul Ricoeur notes, 20th century philosophers such as Willard Van
Orman Quine refute the pessimistic belief of a “non-adequate correspondence between
two texts” by claiming that a “good” translation occurs when a source and target text are
“matched with one another through a third non-existent text” (6-7). In other words, Quine
believes that an admirable translation can only occur when a target source text has
achieved an ideal level of linguistic and semantic correspondence (as symbolized by this
third inexistent book) to its corresponding original source text. In spite of this intriguing
alternative conception, Ricoeur offers his own, modified interpretation of an ideal
(though unattainable) translation. Ricoeur writes, “a good translation can aim only at a
supposed equivalence, not founded on a demonstrable identity of meaning, equivalence
without identity” (34). According to this assertion, though Quine’s “third text” is an ideal
notion, it is both unrealistic and unattainable. There is no way to achieve a precise level
of equivalence in translation. Accordingly, for Ricoeur, the translator can only seek to
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attain a more approximate sense of equivalence between an original source text and a
translated, target text. In this sense, the original text and translated text can only hope to
acheive an approximate level of equivalence “without identity.”
In On Translation, Ricoeur observes how other philosophers have also
examined the paradox of establishing equivalence through difference in translation. He
notes how Franz Rosenzweig, for example, theorized this paradox by claiming that
translators “serve two masters: the foreigner with his work” and “the reader with his
desire for appropriation,” and how Friedrich Schleiermacher divided this paradox into
two simple phrases: “bringing the reader to the author,” and “bringing the author to the
reader” (4). Ricoeur uses these philosophical reflections to develop and support his own
metaphorical and philosophical interpretation of the ultimate task of the translator. This
task, he explains, is to create a congenial space of “linguistic hospitality” where “the
pleasure of dwelling in the other’s language is balanced by the pleasure of receiving the
foreign word at home, in one’s own welcoming house” (10). In this case, Ricoeur’s
metaphor contributes to a general aesthetic and poetic interpretation of the process of
translation and of the ultimate goal of the translator. Finally, his view of translation is
reflective of Roman Jakobson’s earlier theoretical observation that “la traduction
implique deux messages équivalents dans deux codes différents” [translation implies two
equivalent messages in two different codes] (80).
For George Steiner, however, the art and practice of translation appear to
escape all levels of theoretical classification. By offering a certain kind of historical and
philosophical “poetics of translation” (x), Steiner presents a variety of perspectives that
describe translation as a “narrative of process” that can, at most, be dissected into an
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insightful series of “working metaphors.” Indeed, in the preface to After Babel: Aspects
of Language and Translation, Steiner expresses his belief that translation cannot be
simplified or explained by theoretical interpretations. He writes, “At its finest, translation
has nothing to gain from the (mathematically) puerile diagrams and flow-charts put
forward by would-be theoreticians. It is, it always will be, what Wittgenstein called ‘an
exact art’” (xvi).
As opposed to Derrida, Jakobson, Quine, Rosenzweig, and
Schleiermacher, Steiner focuses on the interdisciplinary nature of translation while
highlighting its many aesthetic, creative, social, and artistic facets. Rather than
formulating one linguistic conception of translation, Steiner examines a number of
critical, poetic, and literary interpretations that investigate the social, cultural, and
historical nature of language throughout time. In his text, Steiner works to observe and
poeticize translation as an “art,” rather than a science. Indeed, in one of Steiner’s many
“working metaphors,” he describes the ideal translator as someone who “enriches his
tongue by allowing the source language to penetrate and modify it. But he does far more:
he extends his native idiom towards the hidden absolute of meaning” (67). Translation
therefore involves a reciprocal exchange between the original and target languages.
Moreover, by retaining a certain sense of foreignness and estrangement, Steiner explains
that the ideal translator uses his target language to reveal the hidden, original meaning of
a text. Yet ultimately, Steiner expresses a more general belief that “translation is formally
and pragmatically implicit in every act of communication, in the emission and reception
of each and every mode of meaning, be it in the widest semiotic sense or in more
specifically verbal exchanges” (xii). Like Derrida and Jakobson, then, Steiner views
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translation as an act of communication that can occur both within and outside of a given
language. He believes that translation is an integral part of communication, as it is
implicit in the transmission and reception of all semiotic and/ or verbal forms of meaning.
For mystic philosophers such as Walter Benjamin, language and
translation are compared to a spiritual process that is also capable of promoting man’s
awareness of God. Through the process of naming one’s children, for instance, Benjamin
claims that parents actually “dedicate their children to God” and that the “proper name is
the communion of man with the creative word of God” (Benjamin, Reflections 324).
While considering every evolved language (excepting “the word of God”) to be a
translation of “all others,” Benjamin defines translation as a “removal from one language
into another through a continuum of transformations” and as a process that avoids
passing through “abstract areas of identity and similarity” (325). As both a secular and
religious process of transformation, Benjamin views translation as a continual act of
removal from and a recreation of language. As a result of this spiritual and mystical
interpretation, abstract notions of identity, similarity, and “equivalence through
difference” are less essential to Benjamin’s philosophical view of translation.
In Beckett and Babel: An Investigation into the Status of the Bilingual
Work (1988), Brian T. Fitch not only offers other interesting perspectives on translation
and self-translation, but he also highlights a few key distinctions between these two
terms. On the nature of non-authorial translation, Fitch writes, “Translation is a metatext
that articulates within itself the conditions of reception of all texts: it heightens our
awareness of what is involved in our reading of any text” (25). In light of this
interpretation, one could consider an original source text as a prototype for a potentially
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infinite series of translations, since there are nearly five thousand languages that are
thought to be in current use (Steiner 53).
On differentiating the work of a self-translator from that of a non-authorial
translator, Fitch continues, “Even if the self-translator wanted and was able to reproduce
for his reader his own reception of the original, his situation would still not be the same
as that of the translator who is not the author of the original” (27). Fitch observes how, as
opposed to the author/self-translator, a third-party translator is more capable of
maintaining a certain level of literary and linguistic distance from and objectivity toward
an original source text. Unlike the translator, who typically possesses a certain lack of
linguistic and semantic familiarity with an original text, the self-translator maintains a
better knowledge of and familiarity with his or her own work. This, Fitch suggests,
produces a different authorial situation and approach to the process of translation. As we
will later see with the bilingual work of Beckett, Green, and Huston, an author’s unique
sense of authority/agency with his or her own work often fosters an evident desire to
revise and rewrite a text in translation.
Other scholars working within the field of translation studies gravitate
toward the view of translation as a unique and essential form of rewriting. Susan
Bassnett, for example, contends that translation is essentially “a rewriting of an original
text” (Susan Bassnett and André Lefevere, eds. ix). In fact, Bassnett and Lefevere both
claim that non-authorial translation designates “one of the many forms in which works of
literature are ‘rewritten’, one of many ‘rewritings’” (10). According to Bassnett and
Lefevere, then, non-authorial translation does not reflect a close sense of literalism and

24
linguistic mimesis. Rather, it is a creative process in which translators substantially
recreate an author’s original source text in a new target language.
French linguist and critic Henri Meschonnic appears to share Bassnett’s,
Lefevere’s, and Sardin-Damestoy’s view of non-authorial translation as a form of
rewriting. In an essay entitled, “Propositions pour une poétique de la traduction”
[Propositions for a Poetics of Translation], taken from Pour la poétique II, Meschonnic
highlights the poetic quality of translation and its ability to revise and rework a text in a
new, target language. Meschonnic asserts, “La poétisation (ou littérarisation)… est une
des pratiques les plus courantes de cette domination esthétisante. De même la récriture :
première traduction ‘mot à mot’ par quelqu’un qui sait la langue de départ mais qui ne
parle pas texte, puis rajout de la ‘poésie’ par la matérialisation du dualisme”
[Poeticization (or literariness)… is one of the most standard practices of this
aestheticizing power. Likewise, rewriting: first the ‘word by word’ translation by
someone who knows the language of origin but who does not speak the text, then the
addition of poetry by the materialization of dualism] (315). For Bassnett, Lefevere,
Sardin-Damestoy, and Meschonnic, translation is not only a creative process that
functions as a form of rewriting, but it is also one that promotes the creation of a
dramatically revised version of an original source text. It seems that all four critics prefer
to de-emphasize the importance of traditional translative notions of textual fidelity,
faithfulness, and linguistic imitation and equivalence. Rather, they equate the word
“translation” with the concept of “rewriting,” which they view as being an essential
textual and linguistic process. As this study will demonstrate, however, the conception of
translation as a creative form of rewriting should be applied not to non-authorial
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translation, but rather to the practice and process of self-translation. Rewriting, (re)creation, and “translative loss” in self-translation will therefore prove to be integral
components of understanding the creative and idiosyncratic translative practices of
Samuel Beckett, Julien Green, and Nancy Huston.
PAST AND PRESENT SCHOLARSHIP ON SELF-TRANSLATION
Although generally ignored within the field of translation studies, over the
course of the past three decades, a small, yet bourgeoning body of scholarship has begun
to take notice both of translingual12 fiction and of the theory, practice, and process of
self-translation. In fact, as Anthony Cordingley has observed, “…the steady increase of
journal articles and conferences devoted to self-translation since the turn of the
millennium suggests something of its Zeitgeist potential, if only in academia” (4).
In a recent article entitled “Self-Translation” from A Companion to
Translation Studies (2014), Rainier Grutman and Trish Van Bolderen present an
insightful critical analysis and definition of self-translation while observing the different
ways in which this term can be viewed as both a process and a product. Grutman and Van
Bolderen define self-translation as something that is “meant to include the process of
transferring one’s own writings into another language, and the product thereof, i.e., the
self-translated text” (323). They observe the extent to which self-translators are “often
seen to have much more leeway in the decision-making process of translation” and are
“routinely given poetic license to rewrite ‘their’ originals” (324). Nevertheless, they also
claim that “[m]ore research is needed before we can make general statements concerning
12

Translingual is defined as the ability to speak and write in more than one language.
According to Ioanna Chatzidimitriou’s definition, a translingual author is a writer who
adopts a new language and who displaces him or herself geographically for political,
religious, social, or personal reasons (22).
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the complex relationships between self-translations and original versions…” (329).
Further inquiry, they argue, is thus required to determine the defining qualities of selftranslation as a product and its exact status and location within the field of translation
studies.
One important critical text that offers a critical study of the phenomenon
of self-translation is Brian T. Fitch’s groundbreaking book on the bilingual nature of
Samuel Beckett’s oeuvre, Beckett and Babel: An Investigation into the Status of the
Bilingual Work (1988). In this text, which is also one of the first to consider Beckett as a
true bilingual writer and self-translator, Fitch analyzes a selection of Beckett’s bilingual
works, discussing such self-translated novels and shorter prose texts as Murphy, Bing /
Ping, Still / Immobile, Company / Compagnie, The Lost Ones / Le Dépeupleur, and The
Unnamable / L’Innommable. By comparing the English and French versions of these
works, Fitch is not only able to provide a detailed study of Beckett’s bilingualism and his
work as a self-translator, but also to offer a unique aesthetic and comparative
interpretation of bilingualism and self-translation. For example, while traditional
conceptions of translation hold that a target text is a “‘reflection’” of a source text in
another language, Fitch claims that a self-translated target text is “on an equal footing”
with an original source text. And according to Fitch’s reasoning, a self-translated target
text and an original source text ultimately reflect the same “‘thing,’” since they are, in
fact, produced by the “same creator” (32).
Concerning the relationship between these two “equal” texts, Fitch
comments, “The precedence that the original enjoys in relation to the normal translation
is one of status and standing, in short one of authority; the precedence of the original in
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relation to the self-translation is purely temporal in character” (131). According to Fitch,
then, Beckett’s self-translated texts represent temporally delayed extensions of a single,
unfinished work:
What happens with the coming into existence of Beckett’s second text,
however, is quite different. Here it is not the reception of his first text that
is thereby suspended but rather, paradoxically, its production. In other
words, the first text is rendered retroactively incomplete: it is suddenly
revealed to be unfinished. Since the author of the second version is the
same as the author of the first, the latter is now seen merely to have
suspended his enterprise when he finished writing his first text; the final
realization of his work had thus been deferred. And it is the second version
that will subsequently come to complete this first version (131).
In Beckett’s case, the distinction between a self-translated target text and
an original source text is blurred. Rather than simplifying the question of self-translation,
Fitch demonstrates how Beckett’s unusual practice of translating his own work appears to
complicate it.
Similar to Fitch’s incisive analysis of Beckett’s bilingual work, Pascale
Sardin-Damestoy views Beckett’s self-translated work as continued and informative
extensions of his original source texts. In Samuel Beckett auto-traducteur ou l’art de
“l’empêchement,” Sardin-Damestoy writes, “Chez cet auteur, la réécriture est inscrite
dans l’écriture même. L’auto-traduction est un travail de (mal)-citation de soi prolongeant
le travail intra et intertextuel déjà inscrit dans une œuvre qui n’a de cesse de se citer d’un
texte à l’autre” [With this author, rewriting is inscribed in the writing itself. Selftranslation is a work of (mis)quoting the self, of prolonging the intra- and intertextual
work already inscribed in an oeuvre that never stops citing itself from one text to the
other] (217). Sardin-Damestoy thereby views Beckett’s bilingual oeuvre as a continual
form of rewriting and revision.
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From a close study of his manuscripts, Sardin-Damestoy further observes
how Beckett does not attempt to provide his readers with extremely accurate, literal
translations of his own work. She concludes, “Or la fidélité au sens, surtout au sens
littéral, n’est pas la priorité de Beckett auto-traducteur. L’étude des manuscrits confirme
cette tendance de Beckett à ne pas se rendre esclave de la valeur sémantique des unités à
traduire” [But faithfulness to the meaning, especially to the literal meaning, is not the
priority of Beckett as a self-translator. A study of his manuscripts confirms Beckett’s
tendency to avoid enslaving himself to the semantic value of the units to be translated]
(36). For both Fitch and Sardin-Damestoy, Beckett’s use of revision in self-translation
demonstrates a more general and universal sense of rewriting that occurs naturally during
the process of self-translation. Evidently, Fitch and Sardin-Damestoy share the belief that
Beckett is a unique self-translator who frequently experiments with and modifies his own
use of language in translation.
Similar to Fitch’s detailed study of Beckett’s bilingual, self-translated
work, Juliette Taylor-Batty’s book, Multilingualism in Modernist Fiction discusses Jean
Rhys, James Joyce, and Samuel Beckett’s use of bilingualism and multilingualism in
their writing. In addition to analyzing the theoretical and literary responses to the growing
inter-lingual and intercultural exchanges of the early twentieth century, Taylor-Batty
examines the ways in which Beckett “uses bilingual and translational processes to
explore and expose the failure of language” in his novel trilogy, Molloy, Malone Dies,
and The Unnamable (14). For Taylor-Batty, Beckett’s use of multilingualism reflects his
ultimate desire to test the limits of language and to offer an ensemble of fiction that uses
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a discourse of language-learning to undermine language and to “destabilise the
dichotomy between mastery and error” (152).
Another important text, Alien Tongues: Bilingual Russian Writers of the
‘First’ Emigration by Elizabeth Klosty Beaujour, reveals the ways in which bilingual
writers (specifically, Russian writers who left Russia after the Revolution of 1917) appear
to have more in common with bilingual writers in other languages than with monolingual
writers who write in any one of their languages (Beaujour 1). Along with analyzing the
neurolinguistic and psychological implications of literary bilingualism, Beaujour’s Alien
Tongues provides a case study of the bilingual work of Elsa Triolet, Vladimir Nabokov,
and Samuel Beckett. Ultimately, Beaujour reveals the idiosyncratic nature of bilingual
writers and notes how bilingual speakers’ brains are organized differently for language
processing than those of monolingual speakers (159-160).
Regarding the relationship between bilingualism and self-translation,
Beaujour asserts, “Self-translation causes the bilingual to be even more aware of the
separation of the word, self, and objects than the practice of writing directly in two
languages already does, because it makes it frustratingly clear that not even words can
pass intact from one verbal system to another” (175). For Beaujour, self-translation is an
entirely different process than the process of writing directly in one language or another.
Bilingual writers are therefore more aware of the conspicuous differences between both
of their languages when they translate their own work rather than when they decide to
write directly in one of their two languages. On Beckett’s fastidious process of selftranslation, Beaujour claims that it creates “two mutually orbiting works in dynamic
equilibrium, works like the odd couples who people them, ostensibly independent, often
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in conflict, yet inextricably linked—almost, but not absolutely, mirror images” (175-176).
By using Beckett as a final, non-Russian example of the psycholinguistic “situation” of
bilingual writers, Beaujour reaffirms her contention that “bilingual writers, regardless of
national origin, have more in common with each other than with monolingual writers in
any of the languages they use” (162).
In The Bilingual Text: History and Theory of Self-Translation, Jan
Hokenson and Marcella Munson provide a historical survey of European literary selftranslation from the Middle Ages to the late 20th century. In this ambitious and
comprehensive study, Hokenson and Munson analyze the self-translated work of such
famous bilingual and multilingual writers as Charles d’Orléans, John Donne, Giuseppe
Ungaretti, Vladimir Nabokov, Julian Green, and Samuel Beckett. While providing a
detailed survey of the changing conceptions of language and translation over the course
of the past nine centuries (from 1100 to contemporary times), Hokenson and Munson also
present and assess the evolution of a variety of linguistic trends, including the transition
from vulgate to vernacular and modern languages and the widespread presence and use of
Latin in the Middle Ages. In their text, Hokenson and Munson define self-translation as
“…the specific ways in which bilinguals rewrite a text in the second language and adapt
it to a different sign system…” (2), and a self-translator as a “bilingual author who
authors texts in one language and then translates them into the other” (12). In these
descriptions, Hokenson and Munson explicitly associate self-translation with the notion
of rewriting while offering a simple and forthright definition of the term. Overall, The
Bilingual Text is one of the few texts to offer a true historical “aesthetic of bilingualism
and self-translating, or better yet a poetics of such activities” (2).
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Michaël Oustinoff, author of Bilinguisme d’écriture et auto-traduction :
Julien Green, Samuel Beckett, Vladimir Nabokov, also presents several key
interpretations of the words “translation” and “self-translation.” According to Oustinoff,
while a non-authorial translation is wholly “placée sous le signe de la différence” [placed
under the sign of difference] (18), a self-translation “constitue un espace propre… où
l’auteur est libre non seulement d’entrecroiser les textes selon son bon vouloir… mais
également de recourir à tel ou tel procédé de traduction selon les circonstances”
[constitutes its own space… where the author is not only free to combine the texts as he
sees fit… but also, and according to the circumstances, to choose any method of
translation] (12). As a unique “space” of rewriting, a self-translation reflects the author’s
freedom to unite an original source text with its corresponding translated target text and
to choose one of many methods of translation.
Noting how an original source text and its corresponding translation
maintain a relationship of opposition, Oustinoff observes how these two texts possess an
intriguing asymmetrical relationship. Indeed, for Oustinoff, a translation seeks to capture
the inherent meaning and essence of an original text without achieving a true level of
equivalence (18). In differentiating between a self-translation and a non-authorial
translation, Oustinoff contends, “La traduction non auctoriale offre une version de
l’œuvre qui ne peut par avance être considérée comme définitive. L’auto-traduction a
donc cette vertu qui lui est spécifique de clore l’œuvre sur elle-même, puisqu’elle est à la
fois version de l’œuvre et œuvre de l’auteur” [Non-authorial translation offers a version
of the work that cannot, in advance, be considered to be definitive. Self-translation
therefore has the specific virtue of closing the work upon itself, since it is both a
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translation of the work and the work of its author] (31). As both a new version of the
author’s original work and an expression of rewriting, a self-translated target text
evidently demonstrates a unique sense of translative authority that is foreign to a nonauthorial translation.
In a similar manner, Self-Translation: Brokering Originality in Hybrid
Culture, edited by Anthony Cordingley, presents an insightful collection of articles
devoted to the art and practice of self-translation. Here, self-translation is tied to
questions of originality, the self, and cultural hybridity. In offering an interdisciplinary
approach to and perspective on self-translation, the articles assembled in this book
examine the complex relationship of self-translation to literary history, sociology,
psychoanalysis, philosophy, post-colonialism, and cosmopolitanism. Consequently, selftranslation is viewed from a number of different critical angles. Whereas Cordingley
describes the self-translator as a “particular kind of crosscultural interlocutor… who
facilitates communication between two different linguistic or cultural parties” (1), in an
essay from this work entitled “On Mirrors, Dynamics, and Self-Translations,” Julio-César
Santoyo emphasizes the ability of the self-translator to change and distort a work in selftranslation. Santoyo writes, “…in self-translations, both original and translated text are
brought forth by one and the same hand, and therefore the hoped-for faithful, specular
image may appear as deformed and distorted as the author may fancy” (28). Hence, the
“faithful” transposition of a text in translation is not a consistent or habitual high priority
of self-translators.
From a historical perspective, Jan Hokenson observes the extent to which
self-translators experiment with literature and offer their readers a new form of original
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production in translation. In her article, “History and the Self-Translator,” from SelfTranslation: Brokering Originality in Hybrid Culture, Hokenson states, “…since the
early modern period, the bilingual writer seems to begin self-translating as a means of
exploring the relations between two literatures as a new source of original production.
Equilibrating two sign systems freighted with different cultures enables the writer to
pursue unfamiliar kinds of literary experiments” (40).
A number of articles, including “Les voix parallèles de Nancy Huston” by
Christine Klein-Lataud, “Écrire entre les langues : traduction et genre chez Nancy
Huston” by Jane Elisabeth Wilhelm, “Against Self-Translation” by Christopher Whyte,
“Comment Dire: A Neurolinguistic Approach to Beckett’s Writings” by Maria Kager,
“Beckett and Beyond: Putting Self-Translation in Perspective” by Rainier Grutman, and
“L’étranger intimement inconnu : L’autotraduction et la traduction par un tiers de
Plainsong—Cantique des plaines de Nancy Huston” by Désirée Schyns offer other
important findings not only about the psycho and neurolinguistic nature of bilingualism,
but also about the art and practice of self-translation. In “L’étranger intimement
inconnu,” for example, Désirée Schyns uses a comparative study of Nancy Huston’s
Plainsong, Cantique des plaines, and Klaaglied voor het lege land (a non-authorial Dutch
translation by Schyns) to address larger theoretical questions related to self-translation,
including the notion of “originality” that is often associated with an original source text.
Although Christine Klein-Lataud’s article, “Les voix parallèles de Nancy
Huston,” examines the creative nature of self-translation, and particularly of Nancy
Huston’s rewriting of Plainsong in translation, it also acknowledges other common views
of self-translation as described by various 20th century bilingual authors. By contrast,
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Jane Elisabeth Wilhelm’s article, “Écrire entre les langues : traduction et genre chez
Nancy Huston,” considers the relationship between Huston’s use of genre and her
inveterate practice of linguistic experimentation in self-translation. Wilhelm investigates
the ways in which Huston’s bilingual writing unsettles not only traditional conceptions of
translation but also social constructions of gender. She concludes by asserting that
although Huston’s use of self-translation presents essential problems relating to identity
and otherness, it also provides a liberated space to practice a specific “rapport féminin à
l’écriture” [feminine relationship to writing] (10). While these articles examine typical
problems related to translation, self-translation, bilingualism, and linguistics within the
context of Nancy Huston’s work, they do not provide a comprehensive view of
“translative loss” and figurative gain in self-translation. Moreover, besides Désirée
Schyns’s article, which offers an important critical analysis and comparison of a selftranslated text to a non-authorial translation, none of these articles seek to establish a
detailed and informative study of the relationship between self-translation and nonauthorial translation.
Concerning past and present scholarship on Beckett’s bilingualism and his
life-long practice of self-translation, Rainier Grutman’s article, “Beckett and Beyond:
Putting Self-Translation in Perspective,” seeks to provide new insight into common
conceptions of the quirky, yet seemingly exemplary nature of Samuel Beckett’s selftranslated texts. More specifically, Grutman attempts to move beyond typical critical
interpretations of Beckett’s self-translations by asserting that his work “should not be
seen as a blueprint for self-translational practices in general” (193) and to encourage
scholars to study the value, presence, and work of other notable self-translators. By
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examining three other categories of self-translators (those who belong to linguistic
minorities, colonial and postcolonial writers who alternate between languages, and
immigrant writers who expand on work begun in one language in their homeland),
Grutman refutes the commonly accepted and limiting generalizations of Beckett as a
quintessential, “horizontal,” “systematic,” and “symmetrical” self-translator (203).
Grutman concludes his article by contending that other self-translators merit equal
attention and analysis.
By comparison, Maria Kager’s article, “Comment Dire: A Neurolinguistic
Approach to Beckett’s Writings,” uses a neuro- and psycholinguistic method of analysis
to demonstrate how Beckett’s bilingualism is “organically” (68) linked to his writing. By
examining a selection of his poems, prose writings, unpublished manuscripts and
published letters, Kager contends that, “the tensions, interactions and cross-fertilizations
between Beckett’s English and his French govern the very substance of his writing” (82).
From this innovative neurolinguistic approach, Kager presents a new critical perspective
on Beckett’s bilingualism and his work as a self-translator. Ultimately, Kager argues that
a deeper understanding of Beckett’s bilingualism is key to acquiring a more complete
understanding and appreciation of his oeuvre.
JULIEN GREEN: THE UNDERVALUED SELF-TRANSLATOR
The articles available on Julien Green’s bilingualism and his selftranslated texts appear to be relatively scarce in comparison to those that are available on
Nancy Huston and Samuel Beckett. Articles such as “Julien Green’s Troubled American:
A Fictionalized Self-Portrait” (1974), “The Motive of Self-Discovery in Julien Green”
(1977), “L’imaginaire américain dans l’œuvre romanesque de Julien Green” (2009), and

36
“Là-bas plus qu’ici : Julien Green, l’exil américain et la vision de l’Europe” (2012) have
therefore constituted a major part of the available critical commentaries on Green’s work.
Among the few articles that do discuss Green’s bilingualism, frequent reference is made
to only one of Green’s self-translated works: the bilingual text, Le langage et son double.
Moreover, relatively few articles have examined Green’s lesser known bilingual texts and
self-translations, such as Sud / South, L’homme et son ombre, and Memories of Happy
Days / Souvenirs des jours heureux.
In addition to the surprising lack of articles on his bilingual and selftranslated fiction, there is also a relative scarcity of published work available on Green’s
self-translations. In the few texts that discuss Green’s bilingual oeuvre, Green is usually
mentioned in passing and situated within the broader context of a comparative study of
other bilingual authors and self-translators. In Les exilés du langage : Un siècle
d’écrivains français venus d’ailleurs (1919-2000) by Anne-Rosine Delbart, for instance,
Delbart includes Green within a study of a number of other bilingual and exiled writers,
including Henry Troyat, Ernst Erich Noth, Irène Nemirovsky, Joseph Kessel, Elian
Finbert, and Farjallah Haik.
Even Michaël Oustinoff’s extensive critical work, Bilinguisme d’écriture
et auto-traduction : Julien Green, Samuel Beckett, Vladimir Nabokov, which purports to
provide a comparative study of the bilingual writing and self-translations of these
authors, falls somewhat short in its examination of Green’s work. While Oustinoff
presents a lengthy and detailed analysis of Beckett and Nabokov’s bilingual writing and
self-translated texts, he pays little attention to Green’s work as a bilingual writer and self-
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translator.13 Regarding Green’s bilingualism, for example, all that readers learn from
Oustinoff is that Green had a notable French accent when he spoke English (40) and that
he was “bien moins écrivain bilingue que ne l’ont été Nabokov ou Beckett” [much less of
a bilingual writer than were Nabokov or Beckett] (62). Regarding his work as a selftranslator, Oustinoff explains that Green began to publish his first works in English as
well as several “rare” self-translations upon his return to France in 1922 (61). While
Oustinoff mentions the presence of a linguistic, syntactic, and hermeneutic sense of
“lessness” in Beckett’s self-translations (141), he offers no particular critical assessment
of the meaning and nature of Green’s self-translated work.
One work that does, however, attempt to examine Green’s bilingualism
and his work as a self-translator is Jan Hokenson and Marcella Munson’s Bilingual Text.
Noting how Green grew up learning two languages simultaneously and adopted a French
accent when he spoke English, Hokenson and Munson offer an insightful summary of
Green’s bilingual writing and his self-translated texts. Interrogating the psychological and
sociolinguistic consequences of his distinct bilingual heritage (both of Green’s parents
were American and spoke English at home), Hokenson and Munson observe a noticeable
difference in style and tone in Green’s French and English texts. Recalling Green’s
multiple journal references to his own dual, bilingual personality, Hokenson and Munson
observe, “In self-translation, Green as writer may seem to split himself into black and
white” (185). Yet perhaps Hokenson and Munson’s most important observation appears
in their assessment of Green’s work as a non-authorial translator and a self-translator.

13

Julien Green is only mentioned four times (on page 40 and on pages 60, 61, and 62) in
Bilinguisme d’écriture et auto-traduction : Julien Green, Samuel Beckett, Vladimir
Nabokov.
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They assert, “Concerning translation, like Nabokov, Green took two stances. For others’
work, he favored the literal translation, as in his versions of Péguy, Catholic poet and
essayist… But for his own texts, Green as self-translator clearly found that the literal
would not do” (185). Along with this intriguing assessment, Hokenson and Munson
provide other interesting observations about Green’s self-translated texts, such as the
change of rhythm, register, and tone that occurs between the French and the English
versions of his work. Concerning Green’s self-translation of the essay “An Experiment in
English” (“Une expérience en anglais”), for example, Hokenson and Munson claim that
“the English is conversational, even familiar” whereas the “French is rather more
punctilious” (186).
According to Hokenson and Munson, because Green “translates himself
into a different register… [that] sounds quite different,” he introduces “the question of
biculturality as expressive constraint” (186) into his bilingual writing. Finally, in
supporting the linguistic fluidity, ease, and eloquence of Green’s self-translations,
Hokenson and Munson argue that the tonal changes within Green’s self-translated
bilingual texts, Le langage et son double and L’homme et son ombre, demonstrate not
only an engaging intercultural “dual discourse” for French and English-speaking
audiences (189), but also a favorable visual format for the bilingual and/or bi-cultural
reader. Though Hokenson and Munson do not offer thorough analyses of the ways in
which “translative loss” and figurative gain occur within Green’s bilingual work, they do
offer a number of insightful observations regarding the nature and composition of
Green’s self-translated work.
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OTHER CRITICAL WORKS ON BECKETT, GREEN, AND HUSTON
Many of the available dissertations on Beckett, Green, and Huston focus
on themes of language, identity, and exile. Alyson Lee Waters’s dissertation, The
Language(s) of Exile: Conrad, Nabokov, Beckett (1994), for example, examines the
linguistic, cultural, and psychological side of exile as it relates to the work of these three
authors. More specifically, Waters examines the bilingual texts of Conrad, Nabokov, and
Beckett as “both products and producers of cultural misunderstanding: the act of writing
and that of reading as sites of exile” (9). Similarly, Lyudmila L. Razumova’s dissertation,
Literary Bilingualism as Cosmopolitan Practice: Vladimir Nabokov, Samuel Beckett, and
Nancy Huston (2010), observes how bilingual writing not only maps a special place
within national and world literature, but also how it reflects an integral dimension of
cosmopolitanism.
Two other dissertations, The Space Between: Self-Translators Nancy
Huston and Samuel Beckett by Nicola Danby (2003) and L'auto-traduction chez Nancy
Huston: traduction ou nouvelle œuvre? by Jane Gesner (2002) cover certain important
aspects of self-translation. Danby’s dissertation, for instance, offers a theoretical
examination of self-translation and “simultaneous bilingual writing” (iv) through a close
study of the published and original, unpublished version of Nancy Huston’s Limbes /
Limbo (Limbes). Noting how bilingual writing “is greater than writing and translation
combined” (51), Danby observes the ways in which Limbes / Limbo provides the reader
with a series of creative, bilingual dialogues in the French and English versions of the
text. In Gesner’s dissertation, on the other hand, self-translation is analyzed within the
context of Nancy Huston’s novel, L’empreinte de l’ange and its corresponding English
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translation, The Mark of the Angel. Ultimately, Gesner’s study concludes that Huston’s
English self-translation of L’empreinte de l’ange is both a translation and a new work
(“nouvelle oeuvre”) in its own right (90). Given this assessment, Gesner’s dissertation
supports prevailing conceptions of self-translation as a textual process of revision and
rewriting.
By examining various critical, theoretical, and philosophical
interpretations, this chapter has investigated the ways in which non-authorial translation
and self-translation reflect varying forms of rewriting, recreation, and revision and how
both of these practices can embody a certain kind of unique, aesthetic art. Although some
of the texts, articles, theories, and dissertations mentioned in this chapter have addressed
important critical aspects of self-translation and translation, none have focused on the
critical implications of “translative loss” and figurative gain in literary works of selftranslation and non-authorial translation. This dissertation therefore seeks to go beyond
the scope of present scholarly work to examine the extent to which “translative loss” (i.e.
the literal and visible omission of certain words or passages) and figurative gain (i.e.
linguistic, semantic, and structural refinement) function within both the authorial and
non-authorial translations of Samuel Beckett’s, Julien Green’s, and Nancy Huston’s
bilingual work.
Chapter 2 will compare a selection of Samuel Beckett’s self-translated
work to collaborative translations with Patrick Bowles (of Molloy) and Ludovic Janvier
(of Watt), and one non-authorial translation by Edith Fournier (of Cap au pire),
examining the ways in which Beckett’s bilingual work presents notable instances of
“translative loss” and figurative gain. In relation to Beckett’s self-translated oeuvre,
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“translative loss,” i.e. the visible, literal omission of various words or passages of a text
in translation, will be shown to cultivate a net gain of linguistic, semantic, and structural
refinement while fostering the production of new and original works of literature in selftranslation. Within the context of Beckett’s bilingual work, self-translation, and not nonauthorial translation, will therefore be shown to exhibit a highly creative form of
rewriting and revision.
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Chapter Two
The Case of Samuel Beckett: Self-Translator par excellence
Je ne sais pas, je ne sais jamais d’avance en quelle langue je vais écrire.
—Samuel Beckett, from D. Bair, Samuel Beckett, 553
On ne traduit pas Beckett, on le provoque à se traduire.
—Ludovic Janvier, from Pascale Sardin-Damestoy, Samuel Beckett autotraducteur ou l’art de “l’empêchement,” 13
La pratique de l’auto-traduction beckettienne a donc en effet ceci de remarquable
qu’elle est l’occasion d’une véritable réécriture de chaque texte dans l’autre
langue.
—Pascale Sardin-Damestoy, Samuel Beckett auto-traducteur ou l’art de
“l’empêchement,” 16.

In an essay entitled “The Writer as Self-Translator” in Beckett
Translating/ Translating Beckett, bilingual writer and critic Raymond Federman observes
how relatively “little attention has been paid to Beckett’s bilingualism and his unique
activity as a self-translator” (7). Although scholarship on Beckett’s bilingual oeuvre and
his work as a self-translator has grown since the publication of Federman’s essay in 1987,
there is still a substantial lack in critical commentary on the nature of “translative loss”14
and figurative gain15 in Beckett’s work. In fact, in “The Writer as Self-Translator,”
Federman expresses the need for a “hypothetical book” on Beckett’s self-translated work
in which “…a chapter would have to be devoted to this question of poverty, or rather to
the question of loss. One would have to consider to what extent… Beckett confronts both
the semantic and the metaphysical poverty of one language in relation to the other when
14

For the purpose of this dissertation, “translative loss” has been defined as the visible,
literal omission of certain words, sentences, or passages of a text.
15
Within the context of this dissertation, figurative gain has been defined as the ways in
which a self-translated text can represent a new and original work of literature that
displays a semantically, linguistically, and structurally refined (re-)creation of an original
source text.

43
he translates himself” (11). In his essay, Federman also discusses the need for an equally
urgent study of what is gained in and through this loss: “…one would also have to
consider the question of gain: to what extent certain words, certain expressions in the
other language provide metaphysical or even metaphorical richness” (11).
Although this chapter will focus on “translative loss” and not on the
figurative and metaphorical conception of “loss” as described by Federman, it will
nevertheless seek to address and explore a significant gap in contemporary Beckettian
scholarship. By comparing two self-translated works, Waiting for Godot / En attendant
Godot and Le Dépeupleur / The Lost Ones and three self-translated poems to two
collaborative and one non-authorial translation, Molloy (translated into English in
collaboration with Patrick Bowles), Watt (translated into French in collaboration with
Agnes and Ludovic Janvier), and Worstward Ho / Cap au pire (translated into French by
Edith Fournier), this chapter will demonstrate the extent to which Beckett’s selftranslated texts present a more liberal and creative use of “translative loss” and rewriting
than his collaborative and non-authorial translations. Moreover, it will reveal the ways in
which “translative loss” and figurative gain work to inform the general linguistic flow,
structure, style, and aesthetic sensibility of the Beckettian narrative in both French and
English. As opposed to the collaborative and non-authorial translations of Beckett’s texts,
which typically adhere to a closer degree of lexical, syntactic, and semantic fidelity,
“translative loss,” as exemplified by Beckett’s self-translated work, will be shown to
produce a net gain of creative revision, structural coherence, and linguistic refinement.
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SINGULAR WRITER PAR EXCELLENCE
Samuel Beckett has often been treated as the quintessential example of a
translingual writer and self-translator, and his unusual bilingual literary parcours is
indeed quite remarkable. It is unusual that any writer would willingly decide to leave his
native country, move to a foreign city, and then write a substantial portion of his work in
a foreign language, but this is exactly what Beckett did when he moved from Dublin to
settle definitively in France in 1937 (Hokenson and Munson 189). As Beckett claimed in
a letter dating from 1964, “I have no feeling of any national attachment. I am an Irishman
(Irish passport) living in France for the past 27 years who has written part of his work in
English and part in French.”16 Similarly, Elizabeth Beaujour notes how Beckett’s
decision to become fluent in French “…was definitely a marked choice, the choice of
someone who was not entirely comfortable with his identity as part of the culture and
milieu into which he was born” (164). As a result of his voluntary geographic and
linguistic exile, Beckett forged a “literary bi-destin” (Beaujour 163) by choosing to write
his entire oeuvre in both French and English.
Born in Dublin, Ireland in 1906 to a family of Irish Protestants, Samuel
Beckett’s interest in the French language and culture developed at an early age. Beckett
first began to express an apparent interest in French at the age of five, and he continued to
study the French language in preparatory school and at the Portora Royal boarding school
in Enniskillen, Northern Ireland (Kager 68). At the age of seventeen, he began his
undergraduate studies at Trinity College in Dublin, where he took honors courses in
French and Italian and studied under the aegis of Professor Thomas Rudmose-Brown
16

From a letter written to Europa Konyvkiado. George Craig, et al., editors, The Letters
of Samuel Beckett: 1957-1965 (Cambridge University Press, 2015), 601.
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(Hokenson and Munson 189). After receiving his Bachelor of Arts degree in modern
languages in 1927, Beckett’s advisor helped to convince him to move to Paris to work as
a Lecturer of English at the École Normale Supérieure (Knowlson 82). An important and
formative decision for Beckett, this initial move to Paris allowed the young Irish writer
not only to master his spoken use of French but also to cultivate meaningful and enduring
relationships with other scholars, poets, and writers such as Thomas MacGreevy, Walter
Lowenfels, James Joyce, and Sylvia Beech (Knowlson 100). After living and working in
France for two years, Beckett returned to Trinity College in 1930 to work as a Lecturer of
French literature (Kager 69). Because he was unable to cultivate a genuine passion for
and interest in teaching, however, he eventually stopped working as a French lecturer and
spent the following years of his life traveling around Europe. In 1937, he finally returned
to France, where he lived until his death in 1989.
As a prolific self-translator, Beckett is unique in the sense that he was able
to acquire equal recognition in both the French and Anglo-Saxon literary worlds. In spite
of his relatively late success as a writer,17 following Jérôme Lindon’s acquisition of the
novel trilogy Molloy, Malone Dies, and The Unnamable in 1950,18 publishers and
directors alike courted Beckett incessantly throughout the latter part of his life. Though
he soon became an internationally celebrated author, Beckett nevertheless remained
vague regarding his reasons for writing in French. One source notes that Beckett claimed
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Richard W. Seaver, editor, A Samuel Beckett Reader: I Can’t Go On, I’ll Go On
(Grove Press, 1976), xxv.
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Richard W. Seaver, editor, A Samuel Beckett Reader: I Can’t Go On, I’ll Go On
(Grove Press, 1976), xxxvi.
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he abandoned English for French because he wanted to “write without style.”19 Richard
Seaver on the other hand, stresses the fact that Beckett once admitted to a friend that he
wrote in French because he “‘...just felt like it. It was a different experience from writing
in English. It was more exciting for me—writing in French.’”20 By comparison, Juliette
Taylor-Batty contends that Beckett claimed he wrote in French “Pour faire remarquer
moi.”21 Taylor-Batty calls her readers’ attention to Beckett’s deliberate misuse of the
French language in this grammatically incorrect phrase (a more correct rendering of this
remark would be “Pour me faire remarquer”). In this statement, Beckett’s intentionally
incorrect use of the stressed pronoun “moi” [me], which appears at the end of this phrase,
emphasizes his identity as a foreigner and suggests that he did not wish to be seen as an
ordinary and unremarkable writer.
Regardless of his reasons for making this transition, it is clear that
between 1945 and 1950, Beckett switched from writing in English to French and
produced twelve major works, including his famous novel trilogy Molloy, Malone meurt,
L’innommable, and his acclaimed play, En attendant Godot.22 As scholar Marjorie
Perloff notes in an essay entitled “Une Voix pas la mienne: French/English Beckett and
the French/English Reader,” between the publication of Molloy in 1947 and Company in
1979, “…all of Beckett’s fiction, with the exception of From an Abandoned Work (1957),
was written first in French, then translated by the author into English” (Friedman,
19
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Rossman, and Sherzer 37). This translative pattern reflects the development of Beckett’s
identity as a translingual Francophone author and self-translator living in France.
Over the past three decades, the nature and evolution of Beckett’s
bilingual publications and of his work as a non-authorial translator and self-translator
have begun to receive considerable critical attention. Ever since the publication of Brian
T. Fitch’s seminal text, Beckett and Babel: An Investigation into the Status of the
Bilingual Work, Beckett scholars have paid increasing attention to the totality of
Beckett’s bilingual oeuvre, noting the very prolific and even occasionally simultaneous
nature of his numerous self-translations. In addition, scholars have begun to examine the
ways in which Beckett’s bilingualism and his psycholinguistic idiosyncrasies have played
a substantial role in shaping his work as a translingual Franco-Irish writer. Indeed, for
scholars such as Maria Kager, Beckett’s bilingualism was not only “organically
connected” to his works but was also “the governing force of much of his writing” (68).
Similarly, Juliette Taylor-Batty observes how Beckett’s bilingual process of learning and
unlearning the French language cultivated a desire to “master the language which he
want[ed] to misuse” (152). Critics such as Sam Slote, on the other hand, focus on the
somewhat confusing and unpredictable nature of Beckett’s bilingual writing by observing
how his decision to alternate between writing in English and French was “akin to a series
of blurry zigzags” (114).
Throughout a substantial portion of his literary career, Beckett engaged in
the consistent and obsessive habit of self-translating his work from French to English and
vice-versa. As a number of critics have observed, Beckett did not express any particular
preference for writing in either French or English, and he habitually self-translated his
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texts in both directions. Michaël Oustinoff asserts, “Au regard du bilinguisme d’écriture,
le cas de Beckett est unique, dans la mesure où l’auto-traduction dans les deux sens
s’applique à pratiquement l’ensemble de l’œuvre” [In respect to bilingual writing,
Beckett’s case is unique in the sense that he self-translated practically all of his work in
both directions] (Oustinoff, Bilinguisme d’écriture et auto-traduction : Julien Green,
Samuel Beckett, Vladimir Nabokov 76). Unlike other translingual writers who do not
translate their own work or who only translate a fraction of their texts into a second target
language, Beckett is unusual in the sense that he developed a habitual practice of
translating the majority of his texts in both of his languages.
Brian Fitch draws his readers’ attention to the fact that Beckett developed
and maintained a perpetual “practice of always following up the publication of his
original works with second versions in the other language” (Fitch, Beckett and Babel: An
Investigation into the Status of the Bilingual Work 5-6). To this observation, Elizabeth
Beaujour adds: “Like Nabokov, Beckett has created a large body of works in both
languages. And, as with Nabokov, his fame is almost equal in both languages…” (163).
Hence, Beckett’s self-translations were not only methodical and systematic
interpretations of his original work, but they were also instrumental in establishing his
status as a renowned, international bilingual author. A translator not only of his own
work, but also of the work of other writers and poets such as Arthur Rimbaud, Guillaume
Apollinaire, and René Char, Beckett cultivated a unique dedication to the art and practice
of translation.
Nevertheless, and in spite of his assiduous and tireless devotion to
translating his own work as well as that of other writers, Beckett often expressed a
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contempt for and aversion to the act of translation, as he considered it to be a very
strenuous and unpleasant task. In a letter to Thomas McGreevy, he once wrote: “Sick and
tired I am of translation and what a losing battle it is always. Wish I had the courage to
wash my hands of it all” (Fitch, Beckett and Babel: An Investigation into the Status of the
Bilingual Work 9). Likewise, in “Bilingual Beckett: Beyond the Linguistic Turn,” Sam
Slote observes how Beckett’s deep frustration with self-translation was also “frequently
evidenced in his letters to Alan Schneider, his American director” (123). Moreover, as
translation scholars Rainier Grutman and Trish Van Bolderen contend, Beckett’s
assiduous self-translations are not a reflection of his genuine love for translating his own
work but rather of the fact that he, like various other bilingual writers, expressed serious
apprehensions about allowing other people to translate his work from French to English
and vice-versa. Grutman and Van Bolderen state, “[Beckett] closely monitored and
sometimes even superintended translations into languages that he was conversant with…
Beckett also vetoed the translation of certain texts (like More Pricks than Kicks) that he
deemed of inferior quality and therefore unworthy of additional attention…” (326-327).
In considering these observations, one could assume that Beckett was deeply concerned
about maintaining a close, regulated sense of authorial agency and autonomy in relation
to his translated, target texts. By controlling the production and recreation of his work in
self-translation, Grutman and Van Bolderen claim that he was able to make complete use
of his “doubly privileged status as an author(ity) and as an authorized agent” (324).
“TRANSLATIVE LOSS,” REWRITING, AND RECREATION
Jan Hokenson and Marcella Munson’s interrogation of the nature and
evolution of self-translation from the Middle Ages to the present offers a key starting
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point for an analysis of “translative loss” and figurative gain in Beckett’s bilingual work.
In The Bilingual Text: History and Theory of Literary Self-Translation, Hokenson and
Munson ask an essential and perhaps overlooked question relating to the art and practice
of self-translation: “…why should translation theory continue to hold bilingual writers to
a mimetic standard, and measure their translations by how well the two texts mirror each
other, in the word-thing correlation, when their literary project is so often to disrupt that
very premise?” (198). Truly, it seems that the high “mimetic standard” Hokenson and
Munson are addressing is more appropriately applicable to the work of non-authorial
translators, who inherently strive to attain a close degree of linguistic faithfulness,
equivalence, and translative “authority on a language” within their translated texts
(Bassnett and Lefevere 23). However, Hokenson and Munson suggest that self-translators
like Beckett demonstrate a more prominent tendency to disrupt the habitual linguistic and
mimetic balance that is meant to occur between an original source text and a translated
target text. Thus, Hokenson and Munson claim that bilingual writers are in fact generally
inclined to exhibit a literary agenda that is quite different from that of non-authorial
translators.
Other contemporary translation scholars have observed that selftranslation is a unique and elusive phenomenon that tends to express an odd combination
of rewriting, recreation, and literal interpretation. Whereas Hokenson and Munson claim
that self-translators cause “the standard binary model of author and translator [to
collapse]” (3), scholars such as Michaël Oustinoff contend that the act of translation
allows a bilingual author to produce a new version of a text in a second language
(Oustinoff, Bilinguisme d’écriture et auto-traduction : Julien Green, Samuel Beckett,
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Vladimir Nabokov 7). Beckett’s self-translations are exemplary of both of these
observations, as his translated work presents an idiosyncratic and unusual juxtaposition of
“translative loss,” literal restatement, and playful recreation.
While certain critics emphasize Beckett’s astute and careful attention to
literalism, others such as Pascale Sardin-Damestoy stress Beckett’s frequent and
recurring use of rewriting and recreation in translation. In Samuel Beckett auto-traducteur
ou l’art de “l’empêchement,” Sardin-Damestoy writes, “La pratique de l’auto-traduction
beckettienne a donc en effet ceci de remarquable qu’elle est l’occasion d’une véritable
réécriture de chaque texte dans l’autre langue” [The beckettian practice of self-translation
is remarkable because it demonstrates a true instance of rewriting of each text in the other
language] (16). For Alan Astro, on the other hand, Beckett’s self-translations present an
interesting combination of omission (“the wish for silence”) and metatextual repetition
(“the compulsion to repeat” what has already been written in his other works). According
to Astro, Beckett’s self-translated works are therefore emblematic of the universal task of
translation, which “does not simply repeat an earlier work” but also “entails deciding
what of it not to translate” (982). By comparison, in his detailed, bilingual reading of
Beckett’s Compagnie/Company, Brian T. Fitch notes how the discrepancies that occur
between the respective “fictive universes” of both versions of the text are marked not
only by a variety of linguistic and semantic modifications, but also by the fact that
seventeen sentences from the original version of text are missing from Beckett’s
corresponding French translation (Fitch, “The Relationship Between Compagnie and
Company” 25). Finally, Jan Hokenson and Marcella Munson argue that while Beckett
generally favors the use of close, literal interpretation with his non-authorial translations
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of other writers, he generally opts for more creative translative practices with his own
self-translations. They state, “[w]hen he came to translate his own work… Beckett made
radical amplification and diminution an integral part of his translative practice, and he
clearly sought to transpose the ‘effects’ in one language into another” (191). For
Hokenson and Munson, Beckett’s self-translations demonstrate a deliberate use of
rewriting, transposition, elaboration, and reduction.
Recently, scholars have begun to notice the extent to which Beckett’s selftranslated works display varying, yet evident degrees of literal and visible “translative
loss.” In other words, scholars have begun to examine the various ways in which Beckett
has removed certain sentences and passages from his texts when translating them into
either English or French. Though these scholars have not offered a thorough investigation
of the qualitative nature of literal loss and figurative gain in Beckett’s bilingual œuvre,
they have presented some insightful quantitative observations concerning the number and
variety of passages that have been omitted from Beckett’s self-translated texts. In
Surprised in Translation, for example, Mary Ann Caws observes how “the English
version of an extensive passage in French in Fin de Partie omits a good part” of its
original French text involving “the figure of a boy first taken for a leaf, a flower, a
tomato, in rapid succession, before arriving at the expression of a nostalgia projected by
the narrator on to the boy…” (92). Likewise, critic Sam Slote remarks how Beckett
“reworked, abbreviated, and excised numerous passages” within Mercier and Camier, the
English translation of his original French text, Mercier et Camier (121). In an article
entitled “Traduttore, traditore: Samuel Beckett’s Translation of Mercier et Camier,”
Steven Connor mentions how the suppressed material in Beckett’s self-translation of
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Mercier et Camier “varies from the odd line or phrase to two or three pages at a time, and
amounts at a conservative estimate to a loss of about 12% of the material in the French
version” (28). Moreover, in The Bilingual Text: History and Theory of Literary SelfTranslation, Hokenson and Munson observe that, “Beckett deletes more than he adds”
from the English translation of his play Waiting for Godot and that he “cut[s] almost four
pages of text, while he enhances the characters’ despair and the pathos of their condition”
(192). Although “translative loss” (defined in this dissertation as a visible form of
omission, reduction, and abbreviation) has been recognized as a key component of
Beckett’s self-translated texts, none of these scholars has offered an in-depth analysis of
the beneficial qualitative effects and implications of this loss.
Waiting for Godot / En attendant Godot, Le Dépeupleur / The Lost Ones,
and three poems (“je suis ce cours de sable qui glisse” / “my way is in the sand flowing,”
“que ferais-je sans ce monde” / “what would I do without this world,” and “je voudrais
que mon amour meure” / “I would like my love to die”) are six self-translated works that
demonstrate Beckett’s emphatic and consistent tendency to promote a dramatic sense of
literal loss and figurative gain in translation. By examining and comparing each one of
these works to two collaborative and one non-authorial translation of Beckett’s texts
(Molloy, Watt, and Worstward Ho / Cap au pire), this chapter will analyze and assess the
exact value and effects of “translative loss” and figurative gain within the bilingual
beckettian oeuvre. Within the context of Beckett’s bilingual oeuvre, then, “translative
loss” will be shown to create a net gain of linguistic, semantic, and structural refinement
while simultaneously producing new and original works of literature in self-translation.
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EN ATTENDANT GODOT / WAITING FOR GODOT
In spite of many initial critical commentaries about Waiting for Godot
from American and British critics (Cohn 30), French critics such as Sylvain Zegel, Jean
Anouilh, Jacques Audiberti, Armand Salacrou, and Alain Robbe-Grillet were quick to
give En attendant Godot rave reviews following the play’s first performance at the
Théâtre de Babylone in Paris in 1952. In a 1953 review entitled “It is not an Accident but
a Triumph,” Armand Salacrou described En attendant Godot as “An unexpected play
which we nevertheless recognize; we were waiting for this play of our time, with its new
tone, its simple and modest language, and its closed circular plot from which no exit is
possible” (Seaver 14). In this review, Salacrou astutely recognizes the revolutionary
quality of Beckett’s dramatic work, which exhibited bold new modern and absurdist
tendencies. From another French review of that same year, French critic Jacques
Audiberti declared that “[s]ymbolism is optional, but applause is obligatory…” (Seaver
14) while praising the very unusual and innovative nature of Beckett’s play.
Initially written and published in French in 1952, En attendant Godot was
later self-translated into English as Waiting for Godot: A tragicomedy in two Acts and
published by Grove Press in New York in 1954, followed by Faber & Faber in London in
1956 (Gontarski 200). Though somewhat new to the art of self-translation (he had
previously begun self-translating passages of Molloy and Malone meurt into English in
1950), Beckett had been professionally translating the work of other writers and poets
since 1930.23 The self-translated English version of En attendant Godot presents an
interesting juxtaposition of linguistic recreation and “translative loss,” in which
23

See Brian T. Fitch, Beckett and Babel: An Investigation into the Status of the Bilingual
Work (University of Toronto Press, 1988), 9.

55
substantial portions of the play are removed, shortened, or rewritten in translation.
Though Beckett himself admitted, ‘“I have translated it [En attendant Godot] myself into
English, as literally as I could”’ (Gontarski 201), Waiting for Godot presents jarringly
dramatic instances of non-literal omission and revision in translation. These include the
removal of notable sections and lines of the play, a number of revised stage directions, as
well as other significant cultural and linguistic modifications, in which a variety of
French words and phrases are transformed into significantly new and surprising English
expressions.
Oddly enough, and in spite of these discrepancies, critics seem to be
divided in regard to the literal and/or non-literal nature of Beckett’s English translation of
En attendant Godot. Anthony Roche, for example, views Waiting for Godot as a unique
combination of literalism and rewriting in translation. Roche states, “For much of its
content his [Beckett’s] translation is a literal one, the kind that any competent translator
of French into English might produce” (9). He then adds that “[t]he two texts are not
absolutely distinct: a number of phrases seep from one version and language into the
other” (200). Consequently, Roche observes somewhat of a symbiotic and intersectional
connection between the two versions of Beckett’s play. Whereas Roche views Waiting
for Godot as a balanced mix between a literal and non-literal translation of En attendant
Godot, Lawrence Graver emphasizes the more creative, technical differences between
both versions of the play. In a critical text entitled Samuel Beckett: Waiting for Godot,
Graver contends:
The most important of the differences between the two versions is that the
English is more trim and in technical terms more explicit. Excess words
are removed and four substantial passages of dialogue are omitted. In the
first of these, Pozzo goes on tirelessly in a fifty-line sequence about how

56
to present a brief and clear account of the ritual by which he asks Lucky to
dance, sing, or think. The other three excised passages, totaling sixty-four
lines, are variations on who-hit-and-didn’t-help-whom from the second-act
sequence in which the four men fall (75-76).
According to Graver, Beckett’s English translation appears to be more
straightforward and concise than the original French version of his play. Moreover,
Graver describes Beckett’s English self-translation as being slightly shorter than the
French version of the text due to the fact that four passages of dialogue and a selection of
superfluous words are omitted by Beckett from Waiting for Godot. With an attentive eye
for detail, Graver notes how these omissions include Pozzo’s instructions for asking
Lucky to sing, dance, and think in Act I, as well as the final dialogue between Estragon,
Vladimir, and Pozzo in Act II.
Within the context of Roche’s commentary, readers can observe how
several other sections of Waiting for Godot adhere to a more strict sense of literalism. For
example, the opening stage instructions, “Route à la campagne, avec arbre. Soir” (9) are
translated literally into English as “A country road. A tree. Evening” (1). And later in Act
I, Beckett provides an equally literal translation of Pozzo’s introduction to Vladimir and
Estragon. In En attendant Godot, Pozzo declares, “Je suis Pozzo ! (Silence.) Ce nom ne
vous dit rien ? (Silence.) Je vous demande si ce nom ne vous dit rien ?” (28). Similarly, in
Waiting for Godot, Pozzo declares, “I am Pozzo! [Silence.] Pozzo! [Silence.] Does that
name mean nothing to you? [Silence.] I say does that name mean nothing to you?” (15).
Besides the additional “Pozzo!” inserted into the English version of the text and the
slightly modified English expression “I say” from the original French “Je” [I], these
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passages present the reader with highly accurate, literal, and direct translations of Pozzo’s
original French dialogue.
Elsewhere, Beckett presents the reader with numerous well-adapted and
culturally synonymous expressions in both languages. Recalling his first encounter with
Lucky, Estragon declares in French, “Je me rappelle un énergumène qui m’a foutu des
coups de pieds. Ensuite il a fait le con” (79). In English, Beckett presents an interesting
linguistic and semantic transposition of Estragon’s commentary: “I remember a lunatic
who kicked the shins off me. Then he played the fool” (52). Here, the French expression
“m’a foutu des coups de pieds” [kicking me] is given an engaging and near-equivalent
idiomatic expression in English: “kicked the shins off me.” Moreover, the French
observation “il a fait le con” [he screwed around] is transformed into the comparable
image of a man “playing the fool.” Although Beckett’s English translation is much less
vulgar and informal than his original French passage, it nevertheless expresses a clear,
paraphrased sense of equivalence in translation. In this case, Beckett uses two different
levels of language to maintain an idiosyncratic sense of autonomous restatement in both
versions of his text. Though his self-translation is not a precise literal replica of this
original French passage, it does demonstrate a skillful idiomatic reconstruction of
Estragon’s original French declaration in English.
Upon close inspection, it becomes clear that Beckett’s self-translated text
is in fact noticeably characterized by extensive and elaborate revisions and omissions in
translation. According to John Fletcher, the discrepancies that do appear in the Englishlanguage version of the play stem from revisions that were instigated by Beckett’s close
friend and French director, Roger Blin. John Fletcher explains:
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It was at Blin’s instigation that he [Beckett] suppressed several passages
that seemed too long or literary, or that seemed to break the tension in
some way. Thus, all the omissions that critics have noted in the English
text, compared with the original French, are those practiced by Blin in
production and therefore left out by the author from his English
translation… (Cohn 25).
Like Fletcher, Jan Hokenson and Marcella Munson claim that in Beckett’s
self-translation of Godot, “Beckett deletes more than he adds, cutting almost four pages
of text, while he enhances the characters’ despair and the pathos of their condition” (192).
Moreover, Lawrence Graver contends that Beckett’s main goal in translating En
attendant Godot “was to prepare the best possible script for the performance in English”
(75). Godot is therefore a pertinent text for understanding Beckett’s deliberate and
frequent use of “translative loss” and rewriting in self-translation. However, unlike other
non-theatrical works written by Beckett, the English-language self-translation of Godot
was also informed by the opinion of a second person: Beckett’s French director, Roger
Blin. Considering the additional factors of directorial revision and theatrical, on stage
enactment make Godot an especially intriguing study for “translative loss” and figurative
gain in Beckett’s bilingual oeuvre. Similar to Graver, critic Pascale Sardin-Damestoy
highlights the benefits of combining stage performance and revision with self-translation.
Sardin-Damestoy declares that self-translation is
…un moyen d’améliorer le texte d’origine, d’en éliminer les
imperfections, ou d’aller plus avant dans une direction seulement
ébauchée auparavant. C’est ainsi que, d’un point de vue scénographique,
plusieurs pièces portent le fruit des mises en scène auxquelles Beckett a
participé [a means of improving the original text, of eliminating its
imperfections, or of advancing in a direction that has only previously been
sketched. In this way, from a theatrical perspective, several plays have
benefited from the productions in which Beckett participated] (53).
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In the case of En attendant Godot, Beckett had the added benefit of being
able to assess the visual, performative, and theatrical enactment of the play in French
before translating it into English. In addition, Beckett was able to follow the judicious
advice and guidance of his French directors before approaching the task of selftranslating his play into English. In a letter addressed to Alan Schneider, dating from
1957, Beckett writes, “I wrote forthwith to Curtis Brown (Kitty Black), asking if
Myerberg has the right to do productions of Godot when, where and with whatever
elements he likes without consulting me and whether I have or have not any contractual
authority to intervene… It goes without saying that I shall do whatever you and Barney
think most advisable” (George, et al., eds. 71). This quote shows the great extent to which
Beckett accepted and even supported his directors’ advice when adapting and interpreting
his play for the stage. It is therefore reasonable to believe that while translating En
attendant Godot into English, one of Beckett’s primary goals was to rewrite his play for
the stage in a more theatrically accessible manner while following the decisive and
judicious recommendations of his French director, Roger Blin. As both a play and a
literary text, Waiting for Godot was then translated with two different audiences in mind:
the reader and the average theatre-going spectator.
If “translative loss” is a vehicle for figurative gain in the form of a
linguistically, structurally, and semantically refined work of literature in self-translation,
then Waiting for Godot is one of Beckett’s most original self-translated texts. Indeed, in
Act I of Waiting for Godot, Beckett presents the bilingual reader/spectator with a number
of significant omissions and shortened sections of the text that work to alter the initial
presentation and composition of the play. The following stage directions from En
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attendant Godot are just several examples of the words, phrases, and sentences that are
omitted throughout the first act of the English version of the text: “Il tend la main à
Estragon” [he holds out his hand to Estragon] (10), “Silence” (10), “Il cherche
l’expression juste” [He looks for the right expression] (21), and “Il ne fait pas la liaison”
[He doesn’t make the connection] (26), and “plus fort” [louder] (33). While certain
omitted stage directions, such as “Il tend la main à Estragon” and “Silence” (10) serve to
accelerate the general speed and rhythm of the play in English, other omissions, such as
“Il cherche l’expression juste” (21) and “Il ne fait pas la liaison” (26) appear to offer the
play’s English-speaking actors more creative and interpretive liberties in translation.
With such revisions, Beckett dramatically alters the overall rhythm, presentation, and
actions of his characters. By comparison, other notable omissions, including the French
phrase “plus fort,” reduce the repetitive nature of Waiting for Godot, as this stage
direction appears a second time immediately after Vladimir tells Estragon to speak “Plus
fort” [louder] (33).
Other striking portions of dialogue are dramatically shortened or removed
from Beckett’s English translation of En attendant Godot. For instance, the following
section of Vladimir’s conversation with Estragon in En attendant Godot is absent from
Waiting for Godot:
ESTRAGON. – Allons-nous-en.
VLADIMIR. – Où ? (un temps.) Ce soir on couchera peut-être chez lui, au
chaud, au sec, le ventre plein, sur la paille. Ça vaut la peine qu’on attende.
Non ?
ESTRAGON. – Pas toute la nuit.
VLADIMIR. – Il fait encore jour. (12)
In this portion of the dialogue, Estragon and Vladimir debate the pros and
cons of waiting for the mysterious titular character of the play. Because Estragon and
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Vladimir remain in the same approximate location (in spite of Estragon’s initial request
to leave) while debating this issue at length, this section of the dialogue appears
somewhat superfluous and repetitive to the bilingual and/or French-speaking spectator
and reader. As inconsequential thoughts that offer no dramatic momentum or purpose for
the succeeding events of the play, their omission appears to accelerate the general
movement and rhythm of Beckett’s English translation of En attendant Godot.
Furthermore, the dialogue that follows in both the French and English version of the play
focuses on an entirely new topic: Vladimir’s attempt to assuage Estragon’s hunger by
feeding him a carrot. In this example of “translative loss” (i.e. visible omission), the
general theatrical flow, rhythm, and suspense of the English version of the play are
dramatically revised in translation. Beckett therefore appears as a tactful and strategic
editor of his own work in self-translation.
Elsewhere in Act I of Waiting for Godot, three lines of dialogue are
removed from Beckett’s original French play:
VLADIMIR (étonné). A l’école sans Dieu ?
ESTRAGON. Sais pas si elle était sans ou avec.
VLADIMIR. Tu dois confondre avec la Roquette. (13)
In this section of En attendant Godot, Vladimir asks Estragon if he has
read the bible in a godless or non-religious school (“A l’école sans Dieu ?”). Estragon
then replies to Vladimir’s question in a clever, pun-like manner that he does not know if
his school was “sans ou avec [Dieu]” (with or without [God]). Following this comment,
Vladimir informs Estragon that he must be confusing his school with la Roquette, a
historically Jewish neighborhood located in the 11th arrondissement of Paris (“Tu dois
confondre avec la Roquette”). To the French/Parisian reader and spectator, these
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references are fairly mundane and familiar. For the English-speaking reader and
spectator, however, these unusual references require additional, contextualized
information pertaining to the general location and history of la Roquette as well as to the
meaning of the phrase “A l’école sans Dieu.” By eliminating this section of the dialogue
from the English version of his play, however, Beckett circumnavigates the need to
provide his English-speaking readers with an inevitably confusing, unfaithful, and/or
culturally inadequate translation. Instead, Beckett avoids cultural and historical confusion
by once again resorting to omission and revision in self-translation. In this case, literal,
linguistic loss and rewriting lead to a very beneficial form of semantic and linguistic
refinement.
This section of En attendant Godot appears to exemplify George Steiner’s
reference to the monadist view of cultural inconsistencies and the untranslatable nature of
all languages. Steiner writes: “Every language structures and organizes reality in its own
manner and thereby determines the components of reality that are peculiar to this given
language” (90). Rather than confront this difficult monadist “problem” of translation or
unfaithfully transpose this section of En attendant Godot into English, Beckett makes the
judicious and logical decision to simply omit this portion of the dialogue from Waiting
for Godot.
Other distinctive lines of dialogue and stage directions are omitted
throughout Act I of Waiting for Godot, including the following sentences and phrases
from En attendant Godot: “VLADIMIR. – Ne l’écoutez pas, monsieur, ne l’écoutez pas
!” (29), “ESTRAGON. – Il a raison” (36), five lines of dialogue from “VLADIMIR. –
Qu’est-ce que c’est un knouk ?” to “Ceux qui peuvent se le permettre” (43), as well as a
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number of stage directions, which include “Le chapeau de Lucky tombe, sans qu’il s’en
aperçoive” (47), “il lève les yeux au ciel, les autres l’imitent sauf Lucky” (49), “Ils
écoutent” (60), “Lucky ne bouge pas” (61), and “à Vladimir” (64). These omissions,
among others, demonstrate Beckett’s clear, deliberate, and liberal use of “translative loss”
in self-translation.
Interestingly, some of the more significant and noticeable linguistic
revisions in self-translation arise from Beckett’s contrasting use of cultural and idiomatic
expressions in both French and English. For example, in Beckett’s original French play,
Estragon declares that Godot had to think about their request “À tête reposée” [with a
clear head] (22), yet Beckett translates this phrase into the revised English expression, “In
the quiet of his home” (11). Similarly, Estragon’s “Assez” and “saloperie” (10) from En
attendant Godot are translated into the more idiomatically familiar Irish expressions “Ah,
stop blathering” and “bloody thing” (2) in the English version of the play. Likewise,
whereas in En attendant Godot, Pozzo exclaims, “J’ai perdu mon Abdullah !” (45), in
Waiting for Godot, Beckett translates Pozzo’s remark as “I’ve lost my Kapp and
Peterson!” (28). While Abdullah and Kapp and Peterson are linguistically dissimilar
words, in a translative, cultural, and idiomatic sense, they both refer to similar things:
Abdullah is an old-fashioned French word for a pipe, and Kapp and Peterson refer to an
Irish manufacturer of pipes and tobacco products.
As Anthony Roche notes in an article entitled “The ‘Irish’ Translation of
Samuel Beckett’s En attendant Godot”: “…there were occasions when Irishness- in
linguistic terms Hiberno-English words, phrases and syntax- kept breaking through”
(201). Beckett’s self-translation of En attendant Godot therefore appears to demonstrate
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the ways in which Beckett excels at finding the idiomatically and culturally fitting mot
juste in both of his languages. Here, rewriting and “translative loss” are necessary tools
for producing a linguistically refined and accessible version of the text in self-translation.
Beckett’s English-speaking readers/spectators are presented with a new and original text
in translation.
In Act II of Waiting for Godot, Beckett makes surprisingly fewer
omissions and revisions in translation. In fact, many of the revisions within this portion of
the text involve the presentation of more specific stage directions and culturally suitable
references and idiomatic expressions. For instance, Beckett translates the original French
stage directions of En attendant Godot, “L’arbre porte quelques feuilles” (73), into the
slightly more specific English sentence “The tree has four or five leaves” (48) in Waiting
for Godot. In addition, Estragon’s suggestion to go to “l’Ariège” (105) in En attendant
Godot is translated into the more internationally identifiable French region of “the
Pyrenees” (74) in Waiting for Godot. Finally, Estragon’s comment that it isn’t “plus
difficile que ça” [more difficult than that] (109) is translated into the different yet
idiomatically familiar English expression “Child’s play” (76) in Waiting for Godot. These
examples, among others, highlight not only Beckett’s creative use of reduction, omission,
and revision in translation, but also his keen ability to facilitate the cultural transparency
and accessibility of his text in translation. Moreover, “translative loss” and rewriting
continue to work to refine and revise the translated target text.
Perhaps the most blatant discrepancy between the French and English
version of the play resides in its title. In French, Beckett’s play is called En attendant
Godot, whereas in English, it is entitled Waiting for Godot: A tragicomedy in two Acts.
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According to critic Lawrence Graver, the French title conveys a clearer sense of the
inherent meaning of the play. Graver asserts, “Waiting for Godot… is a play not about
Godot—who he is or whether he will arrive—but about waiting; or, to be more precise,
about what people do while they wait. In this regard, Beckett’s French title, En Attendant
Godot, While Waiting for Godot, is a more precise rendering than the title he gave to his
English translation” (Cohn, ed. 43). Although the French title En attendant Godot may,
as Graver suggests, capture the more literal meaning behind Beckett’s play, the English
subtitle offers a more specific and technical presentation of the genre and structure of the
play: A tragicomedy in two Acts. Either way, Beckett’s English-language title is another
important end evident example of Beckett’s repeated preference for rewriting and
recreation in self-translation.
Beckett’s English translation of his title is indicative of the many creative
and judicious revisions that occur throughout Waiting for Godot. Between the use of
cultural and linguistic clarification, rewriting, and visible omission, Waiting for Godot is
exemplary of Beckett’s revisionary and reductive process of self-translation. Guided by
the practical advice of his directors and by the actual staged execution of his play, his
numerous omissions and revisions in translation produce an aesthetically and
linguistically refined version of the play in English. Due to these creative and reductive
modifications, Beckett’s self-translated play, Waiting for Godot, is rendered more
accessible not only to bilingual and English-speaking readers but also to bilingual and
English-speaking spectators. “Translative loss,” and especially in relation to Beckett’s
self-translation of En attendant Godot, once again works to produce an essential net gain
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of linguistic, semantic, and structural refinement while promoting the creation of a new
and original play in English.
LE DÉPEUPLEUR / THE LOST ONES
In Le Dépeupleur, a short prose text written in French in 1971 and
translated into English as The Lost Ones in 1972, Beckett continues to make a number of
significant revisions and omissions in translation. Like the revised title of Beckett’s selftranslated play Waiting for Godot: A tragicomedy in two Acts / En attendant Godot, the
French and English title of this work reflect dramatic discrepancies. The French
neologism “dépeupleur” refers to a poem by Lamartine entitled “L’isolement” (“Un seul
être vous manque, et tout est dépeuplé”) and suggests, as Brian T. Fitch observes, an
“…agent responsible for the elimination of a certain number of elements of some kind,
not necessarily human…” (Fitch, Beckett and Babel: An Investigation into the Status of
the Bilingual Work 112), or even, as its English translation would imply, an unidentified
“depopulator.” By comparison, “the lost ones” is a grammatically and syntactically
simplified English phrase that designates either the place and function of a group of lost
beings, or even a group of people who may have become lost from a larger crowd, and in
this case, who roam endlessly inside of a mysterious cylindrical abode that is “fifty
metres round and eighteen high” (7). While Beckett’s original French title, le dépeupleur,
suggests the image of a single person who has the power to eliminate (or even destroy)
people or non-human elements, his English title describes a group of people who are
unable to find their way within a very strange, constrictive, and intricately designed
world. Viewed from another perspective, while Le Dépeupleur presents an active,
singular noun as the subject of its title, The Lost Ones presents the reader with an
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indefinable number of passive plural nouns. Here, linguistic and semantic “loss” results
in an essential net gain, as English-speaking readers are able to understand that Beckett’s
story relates more directly to a collective group of lost people, and not merely to a single,
unidentified being. Beckett’s self-translated title is therefore an important initial example
of the extent to which literal omission (i.e. “translative loss”) and rewriting continue to
refine and (re-)create a text in self-translation.
The Lost Ones displays a variety of other distinct revisions in translation.
In Le Dépeupleur, for example, Beckett uses two sentences to describe what the lost ones
do with the missing ladder rungs they find inside of their strange, cylinder-shaped abode:
“Les échelons manquants sont entre les mains d’un petit nombre de privilégiés. Ils s’en
servent essentiellement pour se défendre” [The missing rungs are in the hands of a small
number of privileged people. They use them mostly to defend themselves] (10). In the
corresponding English version of the text, however, Beckett presents his readers with a
more concise, single sentence: “The missing rungs are in the hands of a happy few who
use them mainly for attack and self-defence” (10). Here, the general meaning of the
original writing is altered in translation, as the lost ones are described as being more
aggressive (and even violent) in English; they use the ladder rungs not only for selfdefense, but also for “attack.” As well as possessing slightly fewer words than its French
counterpart, Beckett’s English translation is compressed into one sentence. Furthermore,
the English translation of this passage contains more precise specifications concerning
the nature and mood of these “lost” people and the use of the ladder rungs (the rungs “are
in the hands of a happy few” as opposed to “un petit nombre de privilégiés,” and they are
used “mainly for attack and self-defence” instead of merely to “se défendre” [to defend
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themselves]). In this portion of the text, Beckett’s self-translation is once again reflective
of many ways in which he uses “translative loss” and rewriting in order to clarify, refine,
and even re-invent his original narratives.
Later in The Lost Ones, Beckett omits one sentence that was included in
his original French text. In this segment of the narrative, Beckett describes the
appearance of the niches and alcoves lining the upper half of the cylinder’s wall. In
French, Beckett writes, “Elles n’en intéressant donc que la moitié supérieure” [So they
only concern the upper half] (10). In The Lost Ones, however, Beckett omits this
sentence. As a result, this portion of the narrative appears to be less redundant in English,
since Beckett subsequently mentions how these cavities are already “sunk in that part of
the wall which lies above an imaginary line running midway between floor and ceiling
and features therefore of its upper half alone” (11). This omission in translation works to
enhance the general narrative flow and rhythm of the narrative while suppressing a
potentially superfluous moment of the text.
Another instance of Beckett’s use of minimalism and reduction in
translation occurs shortly following this example. In his original French text, Beckett
writes, “Ce ne sera plus alors la même lumière ni le même climat sans qu’il soit possible
de prévoir ce qu’ils seront” [It will no longer be the same light nor the same climate
without it being possible to foretell what they will be] (14). In English, however, Beckett
translates this sentence into the more abrupt and assertive forecast, “Then light and
climate will be changed in a way impossible to foretell” (15). Whereas Beckett’s original
French sentence contains twenty-three words, his English translation only contains
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thirteen, and English-speaking readers are presented with a more succinct, reformulated
observation in translation.
Although some of the discrepancies that occur between the two versions
of the text can be attributed to apparent linguistic differences between the French and
English languages, it is important to note that many can also be attributed to Beckett’s
astute bi-cultural/bilingual view of the situation in French and English. In this example,
Beckett skillfully replaces the wordier, French subjunctive phrase (“sans qu’il soit
possible de prévoir”) with the shorter and more direct English adjective “impossible to
foretell.” Although both sentences possess a nearly identical semantic interpretation in
French and English, Beckett’s self-translated English sentence is shorter and substantially
reworded so as to provide his English-speaking readers with a more idiomatically and
linguistically accessible sentence. Instead of translating his original French phrase
literally as “without it being possible to foretell,” Beckett adroitly reduces this phrase to
the more terse expression “impossible to foretell.” Here, Beckett clearly demonstrates a
keen bilingual understanding of his writing in both of his languages, and his translation
presents a shorter and more idiomatically refined sentence in English. As a self-translator,
Beckett once again demonstrates his tendency to avoid adhering to a close, literal sense
of translative fidelity.
Further in the narrative of The Lost Ones, while describing the fluctuation
of the temperature of the lost ones’ abode, Beckett once again shortens and rewrites his
text in translation. In Le Dépeupleur, Beckett writes, “Quant à la température c’est entre
des extrêmes beaucoup moins rapprochés et à une vitesse très inférieure qu’elle oscille
puisque aussi bien elle ne met pas moins de quatre secondes à passer de son minimum qui
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est de cinq degrés à son maximum de vingt-cinq soit une moyenne de cinq degrés
seulement à la seconde” [As far as the temperature is concerned, it oscillates between less
close extremes and at an inferior speed since it takes no less than four seconds to pass
from its minimum of five degrees to its maximum of twenty-five, which is an average of
only five degrees per second] (36). Beckett translates this sentence in the following
manner: “With regard to the temperature its oscillation is between much wider extremes
and at a much lower frequency since it takes not less than four seconds to pass from its
minimum of five degrees to its maximum of twenty-five and inversely namely an average
of only five degrees per second” (40-41). While certain French words and phrases, such
as “moins de quatre secondes” (“less than four seconds”) and “une moyenne de cinq
degrés seulement à la seconde” (“an average of only five degrees per second”) are
translated quite literally into English, others, such as “beaucoup moins rapprochés”
(“much wider”), and “très inférieure” (“much lower”) are dramatically reworded in
English. And while his original French sentence shows that the temperature changes from
five to twenty-five degrees, his English translation specifies that this fluctuation also
occur “inversely.”
Immediately following this section of the text, Beckett makes further
dramatic alterations in his English translation. In Le Dépeuleur, the narrator states that
there are two periods in this unusual, oscillating scale in which the temperature does not
rise or fall by exactly five degrees (“à partir de vingt et un degrés dans le sens ascendant
et de quatre dans l’autre…” [from twenty-one degrees on the way up and from four in the
other direction]) (37), yet in his corresponding English translation of The Lost Ones,
Beckett arbitrarily changes the number “quatre” [four] to nine: “from twenty-one degrees
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on the way up and from nine on the way down…” (41). While critics have not yet been
able to offer logical explanations for this seemingly arbitrary change (this erratic
translative behavior is quite typical of self-translators such as Beckett, since they possess
a unique sense of poetic license and agency), it is clear that Beckett affords the
inhabitants of his abode a slightly more tolerable range of temperature in English. Here,
Beckett’s creative use of rewriting and revision continues to promote the production of a
radically new and original work in self-translation.
In the sentence following this description, Beckett continues to make
further mathematical adjustments to the odd, fluctuating temperature of the lost ones’
home. In French, Beckett writes, “Ce n’est donc que pendant sept secondes à peine sur
les huit que dure l’aller-retour que les corps sont soumis au régime maximum de
réchauffement et de refroidissement ce qui donne tout de même moyennant une addition
ou encore mieux une division un total d’entre douze et treize ans de répit partiel par siècle
dans ce domaine” [So it’s only for barely seven out of eight seconds that the bodies are
submitted to this maximum regime of heating and cooling, which with the help of a little
addition, or better still division, works out to between twelve and thirteen years of partial
respite per century in this domain] (37). In English, however, Beckett changes the
number “sept” [seven] to six and a half and the numbers “douze et treize” [twelve and
thirteen] to twenty: “Out of the eight seconds therefore required for a single rise and fall
it is only during a bare six and a half that the bodies suffer the maximum increment of
heat or cold which with the help of a little addition or better still division works out
nevertheless at some twenty years respite per century in this domain” (41).
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Why does Beckett so imprecisely translate seven seconds to six and a
half? Why is “twenty years respite per century” equivalent to twelve or thirteen “ans de
répit partiel par siècle” [years of partial respite per century] in French? And why do the
lost ones enjoy more “respite per century” in the English than the French version of
Beckett’s text? Though both versions of this passage demonstrate a sharp use of irony,
sarcasm, and absurdity, Beckett’s English translation presents what appears to be an
arbitrarily reformulated calculation. Perhaps Beckett decided that the original seven out
of eight second intervals were too long and that the lost ones needed a slightly longer
period of “respite.” Or perhaps this translative decision was exemplary of Beckett’s
liberal, creative, and idiosyncratic use of rewriting in translation. Indeed, in his
comparative analysis of Le Dépeupleur / The Lost Ones, Brian T. Fitch observes that “we
find, what could be termed clear-cut statistical changes, the reasons for which appear
unfathomable” (Fitch, Beckett and Babel: An Investigation into the Status of the Bilingual
Work 116). Without any additional critical “proof” for these unusual statistical
discrepancies, readers are inclined to believe that these mathematical, translative changes
are arbitrary. Either way, it is clear that Beckett made a conscious decision to rewrite his
text in translation and that each version of this portion of the text offers a different
literary experience for the monolingual and bilingual reader. As a result, attentive
bilingual readers are given the impression that they are faced with two very different and
original works of fiction.
As Leslie Hill notes about Beckett’s self-translated work, “If neither can
claim authority over the other, both texts… become like versions of something else” (51).
According to Hill, it seems that the highly (re-)creative nature of Beckett’s self-
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translations produces two distinctive texts. Additionally, her observation highlights
Beckett’s incessant desire to rewrite and revise his work in translation. On the
aesthetically and linguistically beneficial nature of Beckett’s self-translation of Le
Dépeupleur, Brian T. Fitch observes, “The result is the emergence, in the transition from
Le Dépeupleur to The Lost Ones, of a definite, latent narrative persona together with a
universe that is… just slightly less disconcerting and marginally more familiar” (Fitch,
Beckett and Babel: An Investigation into the Status of the Bilingual Work 123). In
considering this assertion, one could claim that Beckett’s self-translation of Le
Dépeupleur is more capable of familiarizing the English-speaking reader with the lost
ones’ strange and alien world. In fact, for Fitch, both the narrator and the general universe
of the lost ones are more clearly defined and identified in The Lost Ones than in Beckett’s
original French version of the text. In this manner, and similar to Beckett’s revised
translation of his original French title, rewriting, “translative loss,” and revision function
once again to ameliorate the general aesthetic, semantic, and linguistic accessibility of the
self-translated narrative.
The noticeable revisions and omissions in The Lost Ones are also, to a
certain degree, reflective of the reductive nature of Beckett’s draft manuscripts of Le
Dépeupleur. As one digital archive at Washington University in Saint Louis notes,
Beckett’s drafting of Le Dépeupleur demonstrates its own internal process of revision and
reduction. For these contemporary beckettian scholars, the multiple drafts of this
manuscript display Beckett’s move “toward minimalism” and his infamous “desire for
stylistic ‘lessness’” (Loewenstein, et al. “Translation as Reduction: Le dépeupleur toward
The Lost Ones”) In a side by side comparison of three draft versions of Le Dépeupleur
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and the final, published version of the text, these scholars reveal how each successive
version of the opening four sentences of the text is shortened from 75 words to 51, 49,
and finally to 45 in the final published version. As this collaborative archival source
astutely notes, “Beckett stands apart from other revisers in the fact that he rarely adds
words to previous versions of Le dépeupleur.”
Beckett’s English-language interpretation of Le dépeupleur marks his
continued use of recreation, reduction, and revision in translation. Moreover, it
demonstrates his unusual and arbitrary practice of “translative loss” and rewriting. In
addition to compressing, combining, reducing, or omitting various sentences throughout
the translated narrative of The Lost Ones, Beckett modifies a variety of verbal tenses to
present a more concise, coherent, and linguistically refined text in English. Furthermore,
and in spite of the somewhat confusing and arbitrary statistical revisions to the rising and
falling temperature of the lost ones’ abode, for critics such as Fitch, Beckett’s English
translation of Le Dépeupleur offers English-speaking readers a more familiar and “less
disconcerting” imaginary world. Hence, translative rewriting and revision work not only
to ameliorate the general aesthetic and linguistic clarity of Beckett’s text but also to more
effectively familiarize English-speaking readers with the very unfamiliar and
disconcerting world of The Lost Ones. “Translative loss” clearly leads to figurative gain
in the form of a structurally, semantically, and linguistically refined work of selftranslated prose.
THREE SELF-TRANSLATED POEMS
As a translator of his own poetry, Beckett exercised an equally liberal use
of “translative loss,” rewriting, and creativity in translation. While Mary Ann Caws notes
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that many of Beckett’s translations of other writers’ poems “are competent, but
unsurprising and uneventful” (94), Beckett’s self-translated poems appear to be anything
but predictable or mundane. Here, Pascale Sardin-Damestoy’s observation that “la
fidélité au sens, surtout au sens littéral, n’est pas le priorité de Beckett auto-traducteur”
[faithfulness to meaning, especially to literal meaning, is not Beckett’s priority as a selftranslator] (36) is quite apt when applied to Beckett’s self-translated poetry. In fact, in
three of Beckett’s bilingual poems, “je suis ce cours de sable qui glisse” / “my way is in
the sand flowing” (1948), “que ferais-je sans ce monde” / “what would I do without this
world” (1948), and “je voudrais que mon amour meure” / “I would like my love to die”
(1948), from Collected Poems in English and French, Beckett makes a number of
substantial omissions from and revisions to his original poems. As a result, his selftranslations appear to be somewhat of “a launch pad for a new poem” (Whyte 66), in
which faithful, literal interpretation in translation no longer appears to be a relevant or
desired goal.
In a side-by-side comparison of “je suis ce cours de sable qui glisse”
(1948) and Beckett’s English self-translation “my way is in the sand flowing” (1948), for
example, omission, reduction, and translative creativity abound:
French version:
je suis ce cours de sable qui glisse
entre le galet et la dune
la pluie d’été pleut sur ma vie
sur moi ma vie qui me fuit me poursuit
et finira le jour de son commencement
cher instant je te vois
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dans ce rideau de brume qui recule
où je n’aurais plus à fouler ces longs seuils mouvants
et vivrai le temps d’une porte
qui s’ouvre et se referme
Beckett’s English translation:
my way is in the sand flowing
between the shingle and the dune
the summer rain rains on my life
on me my life harrying fleeing
to its beginning to its end
my peace is there in the receding mist
when I may cease from treading these long shifting
thresholds
and live the space of a door
that opens and shuts
(Collected Poems in English & French 56-57)
The first major discrepancy between these two poems can be seen in a
comparison of Beckett’s French and English title. Instead of translating the original
French title, “je suis ce cours de sable qui glisse,” word-for-word (which in this case
would render something to the effect of “I am following this path of sand that glides” or
even “I am this path of sand that glides”), Beckett replaces “je suis” with “my way,” “ce
cours de sable” with “is in the sand,” and the phrase “qui glisse” with one word:
“flowing.” The original active French phrase (“je suis…”) is therefore made passive, and
is reoriented towards the soft, gentle movement of the sand (“…the sand flowing”). In the
fifth line of the first stanza of his French poem, Beckett provides an equally terse and
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surprising translation in English. Here, “et finira le jour de son commencement” (a literal
translation in this case would render something to the effect of “and will finish on the day
it began”) is translated into the more poetic phrase, “to its beginning to its end.” In yet
another instance of translative creativity and reinterpretation, Beckett then combines the
6th and 7th lines of his French poem to form one line in English. In this case, line 6, “cher
instant je te vois” and line 7, “dans ce rideau de brume qui recule” are united to form the
6th line of the English poem: “my peace is there in the receding mist.” Finally, though
Beckett’s “je” is consistently written with a lowercase j in French, his “I” is capitalized in
the second line of the second stanza of “my way is in the sand flowing.”
The structural and visual arrangement of “je suis ce cours de sable qui
glisse” is also dramatically different from “my way is in the sand flowing.” Whereas “je
suis ce cours de sable qui glisse” is divided into two stanzas composed of five lines each,
“my way is in the sand flowing” is ordered into three stanzas, which are composed of
five, three, and two lines, respectively. More noticeably, however, and in a style that is
quite reminiscent of concrete poetry, the third line of the second stanza of Beckett’s
English translation presents only one word (“thresholds”), which is left dangling on the
lower right corner of the page, just below the second line. With this significantly
restructured visual arrangement, Beckett is able to give his English-speaking readers the
added concrete impression of a true “shifting” portal.
Whereas “je suis ce cours de sable qui glisse” offers the reader more
active phrases such as “je suis ce cours de sable qui glisse,” [I follow/I am this path of
sand that glides], “et finira le jour de son commencement” [and will finish on the day it
began], and “cher instant je te vois” [I see you, dear moment], “my way is in the sand
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flowing” presents more passive phrases that highlight the delicate, downward movement
of the sand and rain: “my way is in the sand flowing,” “on me my life harrying fleeing,”
“to its beginning to its end,” and “my peace is there in the receding mist.” Though these
translative modifications do perhaps “[void] the poem of its content, which may, indeed,
be the language in which it was written” (Whyte 68), they also add a new and refined
aesthetic sensibility in English. Furthermore, while the first two words of Beckett’s
original French poem (“je suis”) express an apparent semantic and translative sense of
ambiguity (“I follow” or “I am”), Beckett’s corresponding English translation offers a
more direct, reworded interpretation of this poetic imagery (“my way”). As a result,
Beckett’s English poem presents a more passive and contemplative use of imagery that is
exemplary of his creative tendency towards rewriting, “translative loss,” and creativity in
translation. A new and original poem is thus (re-)written in self-translation.
In a second self-translated poem entitled “que ferais-je sans ce monde” /
“what would I do without this world,” Beckett makes slightly more subtle revisions and
omissions in translation.
French version:
que ferais-je sans ce monde sans visage sans questions
où être ne dure qu’un instant où chaque instant
verse dans le vide dans l’oubli d’avoir été
sans cette onde où à la fin
corps et ombre ensemble s’engloutissent
que ferais-je sans ce silence gouffre des murmures
haletant furieux vers le secours vers l’amour
sans ce ciel qui s’élève
sur la poussière de ses lests
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que ferais-je je ferais comme hier comme aujourd’hui
regardant par mon hublot si je ne suis pas seul
à errer et à virer loin de toute vie
dans un espace pantin
sans voix parmi les voix
enfermées avec moi
English translation:
what would I do without this world faceless incurious
where to be lasts but an instant where every instant
spills in the void the ignorance of having been
without this wave where in the end
body and shadow together are engulfed
what would I do without this silence where the murmers die
the panting the frenzies towards succour towards love
without this sky that soars
above its ballast dust
what would I do what I did yesterday and the day before
peering out of my deadlight looking for another
wandering like me eddying far from all the living
in a convulsive space
among the voices voiceless
that throng my hiddenness
(Collected Poems in English & French 58-59)
Here, the poem’s English translation expresses a carefully calculated and
more controlled form of rewriting. In the first line of the English version of this poem,
Beckett translates his original French phrase “sans visage sans questions” [without a face
without questions] into the shorter and more forcefully poetic three word English phrase
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“world faceless incurious.” In the eighth line of the first stanza of his English translation,
he then translates the verb “s’élève” [rises] into the evocative English word “soars”
[s’envole]. In the first line of the second stanza, Beckett rewrites the phrase “que ferais-je
je ferais comme hier comme aujourd’hui” [what would I do I would do what I did
yesterday and today] as “what would I do what I did yesterday and the day before.” In
this translation, the phrase “je ferais comme hier” [I would do what I did yesterday] is
simplified in English as “what I did yesterday,” and the French word “aujourd’hui” is
rewritten as “the day before.” In the second line of this stanza, Beckett then translates his
original French phrase “regardant par mon hublot si je ne suis pas seul” [looking out of
my porthole to see if I’m not alone] into the more hopeless and despondent English
phrase “peering out of my deadlight looking for another.” In the fourth line of this same
stanza, the original French expression “espace pantin” [puppet space] is replaced by the
more linguistically and culturally comprehensible English phrase “convulsive space.”
Finally, in the last sentence of the second stanza, Beckett transforms the passive French
past tense “enfermées avec moi” [imprisoned with me] into the more active present tense
in English: “that throng my hiddenness.” As a result, Beckett continues to create a new
and compelling poem that is charged with very different aesthetic, rhythmic, and
metaphorical images.
Throughout “what would I do without this world,” Beckett appears to
substitute simple and seemingly mundane French words with more erudite, poetic words
in English. Instead of using everyday French words and expressions such as “sans
questions” [without questions], “s’élève” [rises], and “enfermées avec moi” [imprisoned
with me], Beckett opts for more poetically rich, complex, and sophisticated words in
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English such as “incurious,” “soars,” and “that throng my hiddenness.” As a result of
these dramatic translative modifications, Beckett enhances and refines the general poetic
and aesthetic nature of the poem. Both versions of “que ferais-je sans ce monde” appear
to be more visually symmetrical than “je suis ce cours de sable qui glisse”/ “my way is in
the sand flowing.” In fact, both the original French poem and Beckett’s corresponding
English translation are structurally identical as they contain two stanzas composed of nine
and six lines each.
A side-by-side comparison of a third poem, “je voudrais que mon amour
meure” (1948) and Beckett’s corresponding English language self-translation “I would
like my love to die,” yields other important instances of omission, revision, and creativity
in self-translation:
French version:
je voudrais que mon amour meure
qu’il pleuve sur le cimetière
et les ruelles où je vais
pleurant celle qui crut m’aimer
English version:
I would like my love to die
and the rain to be raining on the graveyard
and on me walking the streets
mourning her who thought she loved me
(Collected Poems in English & French 60-61)
Like “my way is in the sand flowing,” the title and first line of the English
version of the poem, “I would like my love to die,” begins with a capital “I,” whereas the
title of the original French poem begins with the lowercase “je” [I]. Another discrepancy
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appears in the second line of the English translation of the poem. In this line, Beckett
rewrites the French phrase “qu’il pleuve sur le cimetière” [that it rain on the graveyard]
as “and the rain to be raining on the graveyard,” thus replicating the use of the word rain
in this phrase. In the third line of his English translation, Beckett then rewords the French
phrase “et les ruelles où je vais” [and the little streets where I go] as “and on me walking
the streets.” In this segment of the poem, Beckett changes the focus of the rain falling on
little streets to the rain falling on the narrator of the poem (“and on me”). Though both
phrases evoke the image of rain and of streets, the first specifies the presence of smaller
streets or alleys (“ruelles”) where he is going, while the second points to the more
unspecified concept of “streets” (either big or little) on which the narrator is presently
walking. From a structural and visual standpoint, both versions of the poem appear to be
highly symmetrical, as they each possess one single stanza containing four lines. From a
semantic, linguistic, and translative perspective, on the other hand, they are evidently
disparate.
In his article “Against Self-Translation,” Whyte argues that, “the person
least qualified to translate any poem is the person who wrote it” (68). According to this
reasoning, self-translation appears to foster the creation of two “original” poems that
express a unique sense of creative agency and “poetic license” (Grutman and Van
Bolderen 324), since both versions are written by the same author. Within the context of
Beckett’s self-translated poems, Whyte’s observations appear to be particularly fitting. In
“je suis ce cours de sable qui glisse” / “my way is in the sand flowing” (1948), “que
ferais-je sans ce monde” / “what would I do without this world” (1948), and “je voudrais
que mon amour meure” / “I would like my love to die” (1948), Beckett’s self-translations
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allow him to remove, replace, and recreate the original meaning of his poems. Moreover,
the literal and figurative displacement of words, lines, and phrases in his self-translated
poems enables him to produce a new sense of linguistic and aesthetic richness in
translation. Hence, the English-speaking reader is presented with an original poem that is
different than the one that is read by the French-speaking reader. Most importantly,
Beckett’s self-translated poems appear as linguistically and semantically refined versions
of his original work. Particularly in the example of “que ferais-je sans ce monde” / “what
would I do without this world,” reduction, Beckett’s recurring use of “translative loss,”
and rewriting allow him to produce a more culturally accessible, aesthetically appealing,
and linguistically refined poem in English.
MOLLOY
Originally written in French and published by les Éditions de Minuit in
1951, Molloy was later translated and published in English in 1955, solidifying, as some
critics have noted, Beckett’s genuine status as a “bilingual writer” (Slote 121). In spite of
the fact that the French version of Molloy was not published until 1951, Beckett had
already begun self-translating some of the passages of his as yet unfinished novel into
English in 1950 (Fitch, Beckett and Babel: An Investigation into the Status of the
Bilingual Work 9). Translation scholar Rainier Grutman has recently used the term
“simultaneous self-translation” to signify the process of self-translating a text that is still
not completed or published in its initial language. As Grutman notes, simultaneous selftranslations often blur the distinction and hierarchy between an original work and its
corresponding target translation (Grutman and Van Bolderen 327-328), and Molloy is
indeed a striking example of this type of translation.
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Unlike the majority of Beckett’s bilingual work, Molloy was translated in
collaboration with the South African writer and translator Patrick Bowles, or as an early
Grove Press edition of the book indicates, it was “translated from the French by Patrick
Bowles in collaboration with the author” (3). Not surprisingly, the translative
“collaboration” of Beckett and Bowles was anything but easy or efficient. As Sam Slote
notes, “Bowles remarked that rather than simply translate, their aim was ‘to write a new
book in a second language’ (33). Moreover, Beckett extensively revised their joint
translation” (121), and Slote suggests that Beckett and Bowles’ collaborative work was
exemplary of a more strenuous and prolonged process of rewriting. Furthermore, Slote
explains that Beckett’s initial goal to write a “new” translated book with Bowles was
eventually countered by his own diligent revisions to this collaborative endeavor.
According to Pascale Sardin-Damestoy, along with Molloy, Beckett
translated several of his other texts in collaboration with third-party translators, including
Watt with Agnès and Ludovic Janvier, All that Fall with Robert Pinget, and a number of
German works with Elmar Tophoven. This process of collaboration often led to
significant revisions. As Sardin-Damestoy states, “[Beckett] révisait scrupuleusement ce
que proposaient ses collaborateurs, et, bien souvent le texte final était complètement
réécrit par ses soins” [Beckett scrupulously revised what his collaborators proposed, and,
the final text was often completely rewritten by him] (33). Similar to his collaborative,
translative work with Agnès and Ludovic Janvier, Robert Pinget, and Elmar Tophoven,
Beckett’s literary collaboration with Bowles reflects Beckett’s own personal desire to
revise and rework his translations.
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The English translation of Molloy contains an interesting combination of
strict literalism and autonomous restatement (Steiner 266) in which Beckett and Bowles
closely reproduce the original French version of the novel while composing a
grammatically, aesthetically, and stylistically accessible and appealing text in English.
The opening page of the original French version of Molloy is exemplary of this more
collaborative and faithful mode of translation: “Je suis dans la chambre de ma mère.
C’est moi qui y vis maintenant. Je ne sais pas comment j’y suis arrivé… Moi je voudrais
maintenant parler des choses qui me restent, faire mes adieux, finir de mourir. Ils ne
veulent pas.” Beckett and Bowles’ English translation presents an almost word-for-word
literal interpretation of the French text: “I am in my mother’s room. It’s I who live there
now. I don’t know how I got there… What I’d like now is to speak of the things that are
left, say my good-byes, finish dying. They don’t want that” (7). In spite of the inherent
grammatical and linguistic differences between the French and English language, the
English translation of this passage possesses a near identical appearance. While the
French version contains 44 words, the English version contains 45. In general, the length
and structure of Beckett’s original writing is well preserved in translation. Even the
second to last sentence of the English version of this portion of the narrative remains
relatively unchanged in a visual and literal sense from its French counterpart.
Yet another major instance of close, translative mimesis in both versions
of Molloy is its structure. In Part I of both versions of the text, Molloy’s monologue is
presented to the reader as one long, uninterrupted paragraph that covers 118 pages in the
original French version and 117 in the English translation of the novel. In Part II, both
novels present Jacques Moran’s monologue, which is structured by a series of regularly
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interspersed paragraphs for the remaining 115 pages of the French text and 117 pages of
the English text. Divided almost perfectly in half, both versions of the novel imply, as
several critics have suggested,24 a kind of symmetry or duality between Molloy and
Moran’s narratives.
As Leslie Hill observes, the French and English title (which is also the
name of one of the novel’s main protagonists), Molloy, is one striking example of what
she has described as “the untranslatable” (52) in Beckett’s work. Noting the “strange
array of proper names” in Beckett’s trilogy, Hill notes how these names, mostly Irish in
origin, are similar in both the French and English narratives of Molloy. Though Hill
acknowledges the typically untranslatable nature of proper names (52-53), she also notes
how Beckett decided to use the name “Molloy” as the title of both versions of his work in
spite of the fact that the novel has two protagonists: Molloy and Moran.
Regarding Beckett’s translation of Molloy and his novel trilogy, Hill
observes, “What Beckett seems to want is the same text, but with the difference that it is
in a different language. This is at any rate the effect created by the restraint of much of
Beckett’s translation and his refusal to restructure his text or incorporate new material
within it” (50). While discussing the expectation for the bilingual writer/self-translator
“to remain faithful to his original texts” (Federman, “The Writer as Self-Translator” 12)
Raymond Federman adds, “Beckett’s early works which he translated, such as the
trilogy… are close to one another in tone, in syntax, and in other important aspects” (15).
Both of these assertions appear to be accurate descriptions of much of Beckett and
Bowles’ English translation of Molloy.
24
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Throughout Parts I and II of the English version of Molloy, Beckett and
Bowles continue to adhere to a stricter sense of literal interpretation. In Beckett’s original
French text, for instance, Molloy narrates: “Un jour je les comptai. Trois cent quinze pets
en dix-neuf heures, soit une moyenne de seize pets l’heure. Après tout ce n’est pas
énorme” (39). In the corresponding English version of the text, Beckett and Bowles
translate Molloy’s observation as “One day I counted them. Three hundred and fifteen
farts in nineteen hours, or an average of over sixteen farts an hour. After all it’s not
excessive” (39). In spite of the nuanced semantic discrepancy between the words
“énorme” and “excessive,” the bilingual reader encounters another very faithful,
linguistic reproduction of the original French text. Moreover, the English translation of
this portion of the text is only minimally shorter, as the twenty-five words of this French
passage are translated into twenty-eight words in English. The relative brevity, humor,
and inherent meaning of these sentences therefore appear to remain intact in the
translated English version of the narrative.
In relation to “translative loss,” Beckett and Bowles’ collaborative English
translation of Molloy presents sporadic and minimal instances of reduction and omission
throughout the body of the narrative. For example, whereas the two wandering
pedestrians are named “A and B” in Part I of the French version of Molloy, these
characters are named “A and C” in Part I of the English translation of the text. In French,
Beckett writes, “C’est ainsi que je vis A et B aller lentement l’un vers l’autre, sans se
rendre compte de ce qu’ils faisaient” [This is how I saw A and B going slowly towards
each other, without realizing what they were doing] (9). Yet, in English, Beckett and
Bowles present a slightly shorter and remarkably different sentence: “So I saw A and C
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going slowly towards each other, unconscious of what they were doing” (9). Here, in
addition to changing the name of pedestrian “B” to pedestrian “C,” the original opening
French phrase “C’est ainsi” [This is how] is shortened to one word in the English
translation: “So.” Additionally, the French phrase “sans se rendre compte de” [without
realizing] is transformed into the shorter and more linguistically accessible English
expression “unconscious of.”
At a few other points in Beckett and Bowles’ English translation of
Molloy, humor is translated in a very creative and unexpected manner. In fact, within
several odd, humorous moments in the narrative, Beckett and Bowles add surprisingly
playful touches to their English translation. In one such moment, “le trou du cul” (108) is
translated into the very Irish-sounding expression “my arse-hole” (107) in the English
version of the text. Moreover, while describing Molloy’s soiled underwear towards the
end of Part II, Beckett writes, “Alors le fond de ma culotte, vite brûlé lui aussi, me sciait
la raie depuis le coccyx jusqu’à l’amorce du scrotum” [Then the bottom of my
underwear, quickly burned as well, sawed into my crack from the tailbone to the
beginning of my scrotum] (234). In English, however, Beckett and Bowles provide a
shorter and more unique metaphorical interpretation of the original text: “Then the seat of
my breeches, before it too decomposed, sawed my crack from Dan to Beersheba” (234).
Although the words “ma culotte,” “aussi,” and “sciait,” among others are translated
literally into English, Beckett and Bowles shorten the last part of this translated sentence
to offer their English-speaking readers an interesting biblical analogy of a “crack” being
sawed “from Dan to Beersheba.” Though on a deeper level, this expression refers to the
religious passage of pilgrims who migrated from one end of Israel to the other, it can
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also, in a more idiomatic sense, refer to the indeterminate act of moving from one place
to another. Oddly enough, the vulgar image of underwear scraping a “crack from the
tailbone to the beginning of [a] scrotum” is transformed in translation into the more
modest and restrained image of underwear scraping a crack “from Dan to Beersheba.”
Hence, Beckett and Bowles offer their English-speaking readers a revised, unexpectedly
humorous, and increasingly modest version of the original text in translation.
Besides a small selection of culturally discrepant idioms, intermittent
translative disparities, and slightly altered proper names, the majority of Beckett and
Bowles’ translation of Molloy is quite literal and faithful to the original French text. In
fact, translative instances of “loss” appear to be much less prevalent than in Beckett’s
self-translated work. In the case of Molloy, minimal instances of translative omission and
revision provide subtle, albeit unexpected changes to the body of the text, such as when
the mysterious pedestrians from Part I are renamed A and C in the translated, English
version of the novel, or when humor is required to be culturally and/ or linguistically
adaptable in translation. Moreover, from a visual and structural perspective, both versions
of the narrative appear to be near-mirror images of each other. Whereas Part I of the
French and English version of Molloy present Molloy’s narrative in the form of one long,
unbroken paragraph, both versions of the second part of the novel present Moran’s
narrative as a series of regularly interspersed paragraphs. It is therefore clear that
“translative loss” and rewriting are not substantial components of Beckett’s collaborative
translation of Molloy.
As compared to Beckett’s self-translated work, Molloy demonstrates
clearer and more consistent instances of linguistic and semantic equivalence in
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translation. Whereas Beckett appears to play with, omit, rewrite, and rearrange words
when translating his own novels, plays, and poems, he adopts a more visibly conservative
and exacting approach to translation when collaborating with Bowles on Molloy. More
significantly, Beckett and Bowles’ movement toward literalness and precision in
translation highlights the extent to which non-authorial translators tend to maintain a
closer and more faithful interpretation of their original source texts than do selftranslators. One could even venture to say that Beckett’s decision to work collaboratively
in translation demonstrates a conscious and deliberate decision to remain closer to the
initial meaning, content, and form of his work. Ultimately, Molloy shows how a selftranslator’s tendency toward creativity, “translative loss,” and rewriting in self-translation
can be substantially tempered when paired with the work of a non-authorial translator. It
is therefore appropriate to consider self-translation as a more creative form of rewriting
than non-authorial/ collaborative translation.
WATT
As several critics have noted, Watt presents a unique transition in
Beckett’s career as a bilingual writer and self-translator. While Sam Slote claims that
Watt represents “…the key transitional text between Beckett’s polyglot monolingualism
and his bilingualism” (117), Mark Byron observes how this novel, which was composed
in 1941-1945 and eventually published in 1953, signifies “…a journey of interruption,
both thematically and materially” (413). As with Molloy, Beckett was not the sole
translator of Watt. In fact, for this work, he enlisted the help of two translators, Ludovic
and Agnès Janvier, to help him translate his original English text into French. The fact
that he sought the help of two outside French translators suggests that, like his
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collaborative translation of Molloy, he wanted to maintain a closer degree of semantic
and linguistic fidelity to his original source text. And similar to Beckett and Bowles’
translation of Molloy, this collective translation of Watt contains numerous visual (i.e.
structural) and literal instances of linguistic and semantic faithfulness. Whereas the
English narrative of Watt is divided into four chapters, so, too, is the corresponding
narrative of Beckett’s French version of the text. Furthermore, within Beckett and
Ludovic and Agnès Janvier’s French translation of Watt, the text displays a significant
number of close instances of translative equivalence. For instance, in the first chapter of
the English version of Watt, during the sequence in which Tetty, Goff, and Mr. Hackett
read a letter addressed to Nelly, Beckett writes:
TO NELLY
To Nelly, said the lady.
To Nelly, said Mr. Hackett.
There was a silence.
Shall I continue? said Mr. Hackett.
My mother’s name was Nelly, said the lady.
The name is not uncommon, said Mr. Hackett,
Even I have known several Nellies.
Read on, my dear fellow, said the gentleman.
Mr. Hackett read: (11)
In the corresponding translation of the French version of Watt, Beckett and
Ludovic and Agnès Janvier present a close, literal linguistic and translative sense of
equivalence in French:
A NELLY
A Nelly, dit la dame.
A Nelly, dit Monsieur Hackett.
Le silence se fit.
Dois-je continuer ? dit Monsieur Hackett.
Ma mère s’appelait Nelly, dit la dame.
Le nom n’est pas si rare, dit Monsieur Hackett, même
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moi j’ai connu plus d’une Nelly.
Lisez donc, mon cher ami, dit le monsieur.
Monsieur Hackett lut : (11)
In this example, the first two lines of the French version of the text appear
to be mirror images of Beckett’s original English narrative. Indeed, “A Nelly, dit la
dame” and “A Nelly, dit Monsieur Hackett” are near word-for-word translations of “To
Nelly, said the lady” and “To Nelly, said Mr. Hackett.” Likewise, the fifth line of the
English text, “My mother’s name was Nelly, said the lady” is closely mirrored by the
French version of the text: “Ma mère s’appelait Nelly, dit la dame.” Moreover, the last
two lines of the French translation appear as close, and nearly identical recreations of
Beckett’s original English version of the story. Hence, “Read on, my dear fellow, said the
gentleman” and “Mr. Hackett read” are linguistically and semantically reproduced as
“Lisez donc, mon cher ami, dit le monsieur” [So read on, my dear fellow, said the
gentleman] and “Monsieur Hackett lut” [Mr. Hackett read]. Finally, from a structural
standpoint, both passages appear to be in perfect symmetry: just as the seventh line of the
English text protrudes unevenly from the preceding and following lines, so too does the
seventh line of the French version of the text. Besides a few paraphrased words and
expressions, then, the majority of the French translation of this passage of Watt displays a
close, literal interpretation of Beckett’s original English text.
Examining another passage from the English version of Watt, the bilingual
reader is once again struck by the carefully mimetic nature of Beckett’s collaborative
French translation with Ludovic and Agnès Janvier. Here, Beckett writes, “Watt picked
up his bags and got into the train. He did not choose a compartment. It happened to be
empty” (26). By comparison, in the corresponding French translation of the text, the
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following three sentences appear: “Watt ramassa ses sacs et monta dans le train. Il ne
choisit pas le compartiment. Il se trouvait être vide” [Watt gathered his bags and got into
the train. He did not choose the compartment. It happened to be empty] (27). In this
section of Beckett’s French translation, the highly literal nature of the French translation
quickly becomes apparent: “Watt picked up his bags and got into the train” / “Watt
ramassa ses sacs et monta dans le train,” “compartment” / “compartiment,” and “Il se
trouvait être vide” / “It happened to be empty.”
Due to the inherent cultural and linguistic disparities between the French
and English language, certain passages are more prominently shortened and/or rewritten
in French than others. For instance, in the English version of Watt, Beckett writes,
“…happy boys and girls on their way home from school looking forward to Hallow’s
E’en and Guy Fawkes and Christmas and the New Year, haw!” (57). Yet in the French
translation of the text, the French reader is confronted with the following passage:
“…joyeux garçons et filles tout aux joies à venir de la Toussaint et des Trépassés et de la
Noël et du Nouvel An – ha !” […happy boys and girls looking forward to All Saints’ Day
and All Souls’ Day and Christmas and the New Year – ha !] (58). In this excerpt from the
French version of the text, the original English phrase “on their way home from school”
is omitted in translation, and the traditional British holidays “Hallow’s E’en” and “Guy
Fawkes” are translated non-literally into French as “la Toussaint” (All Saints’ Day) and
“des Trépassés” (All Souls’ Day), two distinct French holidays celebrated on November
1st and 2nd, respectively. Nevertheless, and in spite of these linguistic and translative
discrepancies, la Toussaint and les Trépassés are both holidays that occur around the
dates of Halloween (October 31st) and Guy Fawkes Day (November 5th). Although
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Beckett’s British “Hallow’s E’en” is not exactly the same holiday as “la Toussaint,” it
does possess similar cultural and historical references (both holidays acknowledge and/or
commemorate the deceased). In a transcultural and translingual sense, then, “la
Toussaint” and les “Trépassés” appear to be fairly accurate and appropriate translations
of “Hallow’s E’en” and “Guy Fawkes” Day. In this case, and from a trans-cultural
perspective, Beckett and Ludovic and Agnès Janvier’s collaborative French translation
works to familiarize French readers with the text, as they are more apt to be aware of the
French holidays of la Toussaint and les Trépassés than of the British holidays of
Halloween and Guy Fawkes Day.
Other cultural and linguistic discrepancies appear sporadically throughout
Part II of the French version of Watt. For instance, instead of simply reinserting the sound
of Mr. Knott’s bell as “ting!” (120-121) from the English version of Watt, Beckett and
Ludovic and Agnès Janvier translate this sound into the more recognizable French
onomatopoeia “drin !” (124-125) in the French translation of the novel. In addition, the
common idiomatic English expression “be not a whit the wiser” (121) is rewritten as the
more habitual French expression “ne se douter de rien” [to not suspect a thing] (124) in
the French version of Watt.
Oddly enough, however, Beckett’s original English version of this portion
of the text also presents an interesting phrase of French origin that is omitted from the
corresponding French version of Watt, which is “qui vive” (122). Whereas in English,
Beckett writes, “The question of who pressed the bell that sounded in Erksine’s room, in
the night, was a great source of worry to Watt, for a time, and kept him awake at night,
on the qui vive” (122), in French, the translation reads as “Cette question de savoir qui

95
appuyait sur la sonnette qui sonnait dans la nuit, dans la chambre d’Erksine, fut pour
Watt, pendant un certain temps, une source de grave inquiétude et d’anxieuse insomnie”
[This question of who pressed the bell that sounded at night in Erksine’s room was a
great source of worry and of anxious insomnia for Watt, for a time] (126). In this section
of the text, the original English phrase “kept him awake at night” is rewritten as
“anxieuse insomnie” in French, and the original expression of French origin, “qui vive,”
is simply deleted in translation. Nevertheless, in spite of these discrepancies and in spite
of a relatively minimal number of paraphrased words, a significant portion of Beckett and
Ludovic and Agnès Janvier’s translation expresses a highly literal form of linguistic
interpretation. Within the sporadic translative and semantic discrepancies that do appear
throughout the French version of Watt, linguistic and cultural clarity is enhanced, as in
the example of Beckett and Ludovic and Agnès Janvier’s collaborative translations of
British holidays and of various culturally and linguistically incompatible onomatopoeias
in French. Watt is therefore another intriguing example of how Beckett’s collaborative
translations avoid making as frequent use of “translative loss” (i.e. of the literal and
visible omission of various words, sentences, and phrases) and rewriting as his selftranslations.
WORSTWARD HO / CAP AU PIRE
Cap au Pire, Edith Fournier’s French translation of Beckett’s short prose
text Worstward Ho, is a prime example of how, as opposed to the work of selftranslators, non-authorial translators tend to compose very close and literal translations of
their original source texts. Beckett entrusted Fournier with the difficult and assiduous
task of translating this work, as he himself expressed an inability to translate the text into
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French “despite some efforts” (Slote 124). It is not surprising then, that Fournier’s
translation of Worstward Ho demonstrates the ways in which a non-authorial translator
prefers to closely mirror the general semantic, linguistic, and structural presentation of an
original source text. Fournier’s translation is also exemplary of the ways in which nonauthorial translators tend to exhibit a more conservative and minimalistic use of omission
and rewriting in translation than do self-translators. By engaging in a comparative and
analytical reading of Cap au Pire and Worstward Ho, the final section of this chapter will
show how non-authorial translation should not, as Susan Bassnett and André Lefevere
contend, be considered as a creative form of “manipulation” or “rewriting” (Bassnett and
Lefevere, eds. viv) but rather as a more attentive form of translational fidelity and literal
mimesis.
Like Bowles and Beckett’s collaborative translation of Molloy, Fournier’s
French translation of Worstward Ho displays a nearly identical structure and presentation
of Beckett’s original source text. Throughout the narrative of the text, Fournier
consistently seeks to preserve the general lexical, semantic, and syntactic appearance of
Worstward Ho, as she translates the majority of Beckett’s original English words and
phrases in a highly precise, literal manner. As a result, sentences and phrases such as
“Say for be said,” “Say a body,” and “Nothing else ever” (77) are translated almost word
for word as “Dire pour soit dit” (7), “Dire un corps” (7), and “Jamais rien d’autre” (8),
and the inherent meaning of each of Beckett’s paragraphs is closely replicated by
Fournier’s French translation: Cap au pire. For example, in a side-by-side comparison of
the second paragraph of Worstward Ho and the corresponding French version of the text,
readers are confronted with the following passage:
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Worstward Ho:
Say for be said. Missaid. From now say for be missaid (77).
In Cap au pire, one is presented with a nearly identical version of the text
in French:
Dire pour soit dit. Mal dit. Dire désormais pour soit mal dit (7).
In this example, each original English sentence is well preserved and
mimicked closely by Fournier’s French translation. Hence, “Say for be said” is translated
quite literally as “Dire pour soit dit,” “Missaid” is transposed accurately and faithfully
into French as “Mal dit,” and “From now say for be missaid” is transformed into the
highly literal “Dire désormais pour soit mal dit.” Throughout the majority of her French
translation, Fournier adheres to a close visual, semantic, and linguistic interpretation of
Beckett’s original English text.
In another example of translative precision and literalism, part of
Beckett’s original English paragraph in Worstward Ho “All of old. Nothing else ever. But
never so failed. Worse failed. With care never worse failed” (78) is translated in Cap au
pire as “Tout jadis. Jamais rien d’autre. Mais jamais tant raté. Plus mal raté. En faisant
attention jamais plus mal raté” (10). In this section of the text, Beckett’s intentionally
flawed and incomplete sentences, which are exemplary of his cultivated art of “lessness”
and of his infamous “assault” on the English language (Hokenson and Munson 190), are
mirrored once again by Fournier’s literal, nearly word for word translations. “Nothing
else ever” is thus transformed into the almost identical French phrase “Jamais rien
d’autre.” Similarly, “But never so failed” and “Worse failed” are closely mimicked by
Fournier’s French “Mais jamais tant raté” and “Plus mal raté.” Moreover, the last
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sentence of Fournier’s French translation works here to stress the more literal meaning of
Beckett’s original writing in English. In this sentence, Fournier slightly modifies and
paraphrases Beckett’s original English phrase “With care” as “En faisant attention” (By
paying attention) to suggest a more attentive and vigilant sense of awareness.
Along with these notable examples of translative fidelity and symmetry,
Fournier also carefully reproduces Beckett’s original typography throughout the body of
her translation. For example, sentences such as “Where then but there see—” (80), “In
the free hands - no” (80), and “Say only—” (83), which end with, or are interrupted by
dashes, are reinserted into Fournier’s French translations as “Où alors que là voir—”
(13), “Dans les mains libres - non” (14), and “Dire seulement—.”
While maintaining a close sense of semantic and linguistic mimesis,
Fournier continues to maintain a striking degree of literalism within many other sections
of Beckett’s text. In fact, some of the more grammatically unusual or idiosyncratic
sentences from Worstward Ho, which include “Any other would do as ill” (80), “At in
the dim void shades” (81), and “Now the twain” (81) are adeptly translated by Fournier in
Cap au pire as “N’importe quoi d’autre ferait aussi mal l’affaire” [Any other would do as
badly] (14), “Sur des ombres dans la pénombre vide” [On some shades in the dim void]
(15), and “Tantôt la paire” [Now the pair] (16). In these excerpts, unusual and
anachronistic English words and expressions such as “do as ill” and “twain” are
simplified in French as “ferait aussi mal l’affaire” and “la paire.” Furthermore, Beckett’s
oddly worded English sentence “At in the dim void shades” is reformulated by Fournier
in French as “Sur des ombres dans la pénombre vide” [On some shades in the dim void].
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Other instances of translative fidelity and literalness in Cap au pire
include “Sans demander non” [Without asking no] (23), “Tronc vu de dos sans haut sans
base” [Trunk seen from behind without a top or base] (27), and “Puis l’ainsi dit vide.
L’ainsi mal dit” [Next the so-called void. Like so, badly said] (31), which are translations
of the following original sentences and phrases from Worstward Ho: “Unasking no” (84),
“Topless baseless hindtrunk” (85), and “Next the so-said void. The so-missaid” (87). In
these examples, while Fournier continues to maintain a somewhat strict sense of
literalism, she also manages to subtly rearticulate the meaning of Beckett’s often
confusing and grammatically skewed sentences. Consequently, the odd neologism
“Unasking” is transformed into the more grammatically familiar and accessible French
phrase “Sans demander” [Without asking]. Moreover, the somewhat unusual image of a
“Topless baseless hindtrunk” is translated into Fournier’s more explicit image of a
“Tronc vu de dos sans haut sans base” [Trunk seen from behind without a top or base].
Finally, Beckett’s awkward “Next the so-said void. The so-missaid” is translated into the
more grammatically cohesive French “Puis l’ainsi dit vide. L’ainsi mal dit” [Next the socalled void. Like so, badly said]. In this latter example, the unusual words “so-said” and
“so-missaid” are translated into semantically and linguistically cogent phrases in French:
“l’ainsi dit” and “l’ainsi mal dit.”
Throughout Cap au pire, Fournier continues to adhere to a close and
literal interpretation of Beckett’s original English text. In one original passage from
Worstward Ho, Beckett writes, “Say that best worse. With leastening words say least best
worse. For want of worser worst” (91). By comparison, in her French translation, Cap au
pire, Fournier offers her French-speaking readers a very literal and synonymous
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interpretation of Beckett’s original English passage: “Dire ce meilleur pire. Avec des
mots qui réduisent dire le moindre meilleur pire. A défaut du bien pis que pire” [Say that
best worse. With words that reduce saying the least best worse. For want of worse still
than worse] (41). Here, Fournier’s careful, literal translations, which include “Dire ce
meilleur pire,” “moindre meilleur pire,” and “A défaut du” contrast with several subtle
linguistic reformulations in translation. In this case, Fournier translates Beckett’s unusual
neologisms (the words “leastening” and “worser”) into French as “qui réduisent… le
moindre” and “bien pis que.” As a result, Fournier’s translations offer Beckett’s Frenchspeaking readers a grammatically and semantically coherent version of the text while
capturing the highly literal sense of Beckett’s original English narrative.
Throughout the narrative of Cap au pire, Fournier provides a minimal
number of revisions in translation, and the majority of the text presents evident instances
of literal interpretation. One of Beckett’s original passages from Worstward Ho, for
example, “Said is missaid. Whenever said said said missaid. From now said alone” (93)
is translated in Cap au pire as “Dit est mal dit. Chaque fois que dit dit dit mal dit.
Désormais dit seulement” [Said is missaid. Each time said said said missaid. From now
on only said] (48). In this passage, although Fournier’s “Chaque fois” [Each time] is
presented as a slight modification of Beckett’s original “Whenever,” the first sentence of
this section of the narrative, “Dit est mal dit” is a seemingly near-perfect literal and
semantic translation of Beckett’s English sentence, “Said is missaid.” Moreover,
Beckett’s “said said said missaid” is accurately transposed by Fournier’s very precise and
direct translation “…dit dit dit mal dit.” Additionally, the first portion of Beckett’s third
sentence “From now said…” is mirrored and expressed quite literally by Fournier’s
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French “Désormais dit…” In these examples, Fournier once again avoids making
frequent use of omission and creative rewriting in translation. Instead, she sticks to a very
close, mimetic reproduction of Beckett’s initial narrative in order to preserve the original
poetic and linguistic intent of the author.
The second half of Cap au pire is equally characterized by close, literal
translations. While one of Beckett’s original English passages from Worstward Ho reads
as “Less. Less seen. Less seeing. Less seen and seeing when with words than with not”
(95), Fournier’s French translation once again presents a near perfect imitation of the
text: “Moins. Moins vu. Moins de vision. Moins vu et de vision lorsqu’avec mots que
sans” [Less. Less seen. Less vision. Less seen and of vision when with words than
without] (51). In this example, although Beckett’s original “seeing” and “with not” are
slightly rewritten in French as “vision” and “sans” [without], the majority of the
translated passage contains a highly literal, word-for-word rendering of Beckett’s original
English narrative. “Less” is translated directly as “Moins,” “Less seen” is translated as
“Moins vu,” and the phrase “when with words than” is translated faithfully and literally
into French as “lorsqu’avec mots que.”
Other examples of literal translations include “Dire mieux plus mal
maintenant tout disparu sauf troncs désormais” (57) / “Say better worse now all gone
save trunks from now” (97), “Rien qui prouve un enfant et pourtant un enfant” (59) /
“Nothing to show a child and yet a child” (98), “Un homme et pourtant un homme” (59) /
“A man and yet a man” (98), and “Nul mouvement et soudain tout loin” / “No move and
sudden all far” (99), to name a few. Yet, in spite of these close instances of literal fidelity,
these translations are also marked by a certain unavoidable presence of paraphrase and
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semantic ambiguity. Indeed, while the English word “gone” can be translated as
“disparu” in French, another appropriate lexical choice would include the French word
“parti.”
Elsewhere in the text, Beckett’s original English phrase “Nothing to
show” is modified slightly by Fournier’s paraphrased expression, “Rien qui prouve”
[Nothing that proves]. This portion of Fournier’s translations therefore appears to follow
what George Steiner has described as an ideal compromise between translative
metaphrase and imitation: paraphrase. According to Steiner, “Through paraphrase ‘the
spirit of an author may be transfused, and yet not lost’… Ideally it will not pre-empt the
authority of the original but show us what the original would have been like had it been
conceived in our own speech” (Steiner 269). In addition to adhering to a highly strict
sense of literalism and linguistic fidelity throughout Cap au pire, Fournier is also aware
that she is reproducing Beckett’s English text in another unique language system (French)
and that she is faced with a number of ambiguous semantic and linguistic choices. While
navigating her way through these translative choices, she is ultimately obliged to transfer
the original authority and “spirit” of Beckett’s original English narrative to the translated,
French version of the text.
As Fournier continues to maintain a close sense of linguistic and semantic
fidelity in translation, she presents a French text that shifts carefully between what
Steiner has described as “strict literalism,” which signifies the “word-by-word matching
of the interlingual dictionary, of the foreign-language primer, of the interlinear crib” and
“faithful but autonomous restatement,” in which “The translator closely reproduces the
original but composes a text which is natural to his own tongue, which can stand on its
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own” (266). Equally important, Fournier occasionally offers Beckett’s French readers a
semantically simplified and more grammatically coherent version of the text in
translation. As a result, unusual beckettian neologisms such as “leastening,” “Unasking,”
“hindtrunk,” and “worser” are reformulated in French by Fournier as “qui réduisent,”
“Sans demander,” “Tronc vu de dos,” and “bien pis que.” Rather than creating different
new and unusual neologisms in French, Fournier finds new ways to restate and
paraphrase these words in translation.
Unlike Beckett’s self-translated texts, Fournier’s non-authorial translation
of Worstward Ho expresses less dramatic instances of “translative loss” and creative
rewriting. In fact, rather than excise or shorten substantial portions of Beckett’s original
text, Fournier appears to select fitting synonyms and minimally reworded phrases in
French. Although a certain degree of figurative and semantic loss is incurred through
these translations, Fournier’s reworded phrases succeed in capturing the literal meaning
of Beckett’s original text. In this manner, words and phrases such as “Missaid” (77),
“Still” (77), “Plod on and never recede” (80), “Somehow changed” (81), and “Void
cannot go” (83) are written in French as “Mal dit,” (7), “Sans bouger” (7), “Tant mal que
mal s’en vont et jamais ne s’éloignent” (15), “Tant mal que pis changé” (16), and
“Disparition du vide ne se peut” (22). In these examples, among others, Fournier uses
faithful literalism and autonomous restatement to compose a text that carefully
reproduces the general meaning of Beckett’s narrative while creating a naturally
sonorous, coherent, and accessible work of literature in French. Non-authorial translation,
in its purest form, therefore appears to express a more restrained form of rewriting and
revision than self-translation.
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TRANSLATIVE LOSS AND GAIN IN BECKETT’S BILINGUAL OEUVRE
By comparing two self-translated texts, Waiting for Godot / En attendant
Godot and Le Dépeupleur / The Lost Ones and three self-translated poems to two
collaborative and one non-authorial translation (Molloy, Watt, and Worstward Ho / Cap
au pire), this chapter has illustrated the ways in which Beckett’s self-translated texts
reflect a more liberal and innovative use of omission and rewriting than do his
collaborative and non-authorial translations. More specifically, this chapter has
uncovered the ways in which “translative loss” can lead to figurative gain by informing
and refining the general linguistic flow, structure, style, and aesthetic sensibility of the
Beckettian narrative in both of Beckett’s languages.
As a vehicle for linguistic, semantic, figurative, and “metaphorical”
refinement, “translative loss” has been shown to offer an essential net gain within
Beckett’s bilingual work. Whereas Waiting for Godot presents technical and performative
instances of loss prompted by Beckett’s French director, Roger Blin, The Lost Ones and
Beckett’s three self-translated poems, “je suis ce cours de sable qui glisse” / “my way is
in the sand flowing” (1948), “que ferais-je sans ce monde” / “what would I do without
this world” (1948), and “je voudrais que mon amour meure” / “I would like my love to
die” (1948), demonstrate judicious and varying forms of rewriting and revision in
translation. By comparison, Beckett’s collaborative and non-authorial translations,
Molloy, Watt, and Worstward Ho / Cap au pire, reflect a more moderate use of rewriting,
revision, and “translative loss” in translation. Fournier’s French translation of Worstward
Ho is perhaps most emblematic of the ways in which a non-authorial translator must
maintain a highly faithful and literal interpretation of the original meaning and intention
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of the author. By negotiating her meaning through the original meaning and intent of
Beckett’s English text, Fournier creates a translation that adheres to a more literal and
faithful interpretation of his work.
Concerning Beckett’s bilingual oeuvre, it seems that “Translative loss” is
most amply countered by the creative net gain of rewriting and revision that is incurred
by a self-translator. In relation to Beckett’s self-translated oeuvre, “translative loss”
functions not only to produce a net gain of linguistic, semantic, and structural refinement
but also to create a new and original work of literature. As opposed to the collaborative
and non-authorial translations of his work, Beckett’s self-translations show how
creativity is an essential tool of self-translators and how “Traduire n’est pas détruire.
C’est… montrer qu’un texte continue” [Translating is not an act of destruction. It is… to
show that a text continues] (Meschonnic 301). Beckett’s self-translated target texts
should therefore be viewed as new and original works of fiction in their own right.
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Chapter Three
The Case of Julien Green: Experiments in Self-Translation
La langue française voit le monde à sa façon, l’anglaise à la sienne, mais c’est le
même monde vu sous des angles différents.
—Julien Green, Le langage et son double, 170
But the real problem of translating a book goes far beyond coining happy phrases
and giving us smooth-reading sentences; it is that of catching the spirit of the
language from which the translation is made.
— Julien Green, Le langage et son double, 226

Though he is relatively unknown in the United States, Julien Green is
recognized in France as an important 20th century Franco-American translingual writer. A
French writer and American citizen by birth, Green had one of the longest literary careers
of the twentieth century,25 and his voluminous Journal (1919-1996) is a reflection of his
tireless dedication to recording the events of his life and of the twentieth century. The
youngest son of two American expatriates, Julian Hartridge Green was born in Paris,
France on September 6, 1900 to Edward Moon Green, a Catholic employee of the
Southern Cotton Oil Company, and Mary Adelaide Hartridge, a Protestant woman from
Savannah, Georgia. Often described by French critics as a Catholic writer (a label Green
vehemently rejected) and as a neo-Gothic novelist reminiscent of the Brontë sisters,
Green’s texts are distinct from the prevailing literary movements of his time, and they
deal with a range of themes relating to love, death, repressed homosexuality, sensuality,
greed, madness, and devout spirituality.
Throughout his life, Green expressed an unusual dual sense of identity. In
fact, French critics and journalists have often described him as “l’Américain” [the
25

Green published his first French novel, Mont-Cinère, in 1926, wrote more than fifty
works of literature and nonfiction between 1924 and 1997, and died in Paris in 1998.
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American] (“La France du petit Julien Green”) or as the “plus parisien des grands
écrivains américains” [the most Parisian of the great American writers] (Assouline 6).
Although his legal forename was Julian, following the advice of his French editor Gaston
Gallimard in 1924, he decided to adopt the more quintessentially French pen name
“Julien” (Green Album Julien Green 128). Oddly enough, and although he spent the
majority of his life living and writing in France, he never acquired French citizenship
(Perrier 34).
In observing Green’s bicultural and bilingual heritage, one French
journalist declares, “Il n’oublia jamais de rester double… Citoyen américain et écrivain
français, de culture protestante et de conviction catholique, ce personnage pascalien était
toujours intraitable…” [He never forgot to maintain a double identity… An American
citizen and a French writer of protestant culture and catholic conviction, this Pascalian
person was always uncompromising…] (F. O. G. 35). Another French critic notes, “On a
dit qu’il était l’homme de deux langues, de deux cultures. En fait, il était l’homme de
deux pays comme on le serait de deux amours” [People have said that he was a man of
two languages and cultures. In fact, he was a man of two countries like one would be of
two loves] (Canérot 15). As the subject of a literary conference held in Georgia in 2000,
Green was described as an “écrivain au confluent de deux cultures” [a writer at the
convergence of two cultures] (Canérot and Raclot 11).
As an American writer who was raised as a Protestant, and who converted
to Catholicism in 1916, Green possessed an unusual and idiosyncratic sense of identity. A
sporadically displaced translingual writer (although Green spent the majority of his life in
France, he also spent a number of years studying, working, and writing in America),
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Green demonstrated a double identity that vacillated not only between his love of France
and of America, but also between his use of the French and English languages. In an
essay entitled “My First Book in English,” which describes his first English memoir,
Memories of Happy Days (1942), from Le langage et son double (1985), a collection of
bilingual essays, short stories, lectures, and autobiographical texts, Green notes, “Until
1940 I wrote all my books in French. I wrote them in French because I was born in Paris,
and was brought up in Paris, and lived in Paris” (234). Yet, because of his notable fiveyear return to the United States during World War II from 1940 to 1945 (Green had
previously spent several years living abroad in America attending the University of
Virginia in the 1920s), Memories of Happy Days (1942) was written in English, later
translated into French by the author, and published posthumously in France in 2007.
To this somewhat dual sense of self, it should be added that Green was
also a highly devout and repressed homosexual writer. In fact, many of his novels explore
a variety of highly homoerotic themes, from homosexual feelings of lust and desire to
unrequited feelings of love and forbidden sexual encounters. Moreover, it is important to
note that many of Green’s fictive works, including L’Autre sommeil, Léviathan, Moira,
and Sud, juxtapose a strong sense of tension between sexual desire and spiritual
fulfillment while demonstrating an irreconcilable division between these two polarized
entities. L’Autre sommeil, for example, explores the sensual and homosexual awakening
of a young Parisian boy named Denis, who develops an intense, repressed, and unspoken
desire for his older cousin Claude and a male classmate named Remy. Moira, on the
other hand, is set in the Southern part of the United States in the early 1920s and is highly
reflective of Green’s own homoerotic experiences during his time as an undergraduate
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student at the University of Virginia. In this novel, Joseph Day, a red-haired eighteenyear-old boy, is seduced by a promiscuous young girl named Moira. Despite the central
heterosexual intrigue between the protagonist and the titular character of the novel,
however, Moira is also characterized by a series of homoerotic scenes between Joseph
Day and other characters of the novel, including Bruce Praileau, Simon Demuth, and
Edmund Killigrew. In this sense, Moira can be viewed as a dark and vivid representation
of Green’s inner struggle with religion and sexuality and with the turbulent, ongoing
conflict between irrepressible desire and devout spirituality. In a similar manner, Sud,
Green’s first French play, which is set in South Carolina a few hours before the outbreak
of the American Civil War, presents the tragic story of Jan Wicziewsky, a homosexual
Polish-American lieutenant who develops feelings of unrequited love for a young
heterosexual southern man named Eric MacClure. Rather than express his amorous
feelings openly to Eric, however, Jan challenges his love interest to a duel and is killed
during the fight. Sud can therefore be considered as yet another work within Green’s
oeuvre that offers an honest glimpse into the author’s personal struggle with love, desire,
religion, and homosexuality.
As a bilingual “French writer of American parentage” (De Saint Jean 60),
Green spent a number of years during his youth and his later adult years, living and
writing in English in America, translating the poems of Charles Péguy, publishing one
short story, “The Apprentice Psychiatrist” (1920), and an autobiographical book entitled
Memories of Happy Days (1942) (Hokenson and Munson 184). While the majority of
Green’s work comprises an extensive list of novels, plays, autobiographical texts, and
essays written in French, his bilingual work includes two self-translated bilingual texts,
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Le langage et son double (1985) and L’homme et son ombre (1991), one self-translated
memoir, Memories of Happy Days (1942) / Souvenirs des jours heureux (2007), and one
self-translated play, Sud (1953) / South (1959). Though his bilingual, self-translated
oeuvre is minimal in comparison to that of Samuel Beckett, it offers an interesting and
essential point de repère for studying the nature and presence of “translative loss” and
figurative gain in literary self-translation.
Various scholarly works have examined pertinent questions relating to
Green’s “double” identity, his temporary “exile” in the United States, and the literary
representations of America in his novels and plays, yet none have offered a detailed,
critical analysis of his self-translated work. This chapter will therefore examine the (re-)
creative and reductive nature of Green’s self-translations through a comparative, critical
analysis of three bilingual texts: Le langage et son double [Language and its Double]
(1985), L’homme et son ombre [Man and His Shadow] (1991), and Sud (1953) / South
(1959). In addition, and via a comparative analysis of Marshall A. Best’s English
translation of Mont-Cinère (1926) [Avarice House (1927)], it will also review and
reexamine the ways in which a non-authorial translation exhibits a more literal and
linguistically “faithful” interpretation of an original source text than a work of selftranslation. By focusing on the “translative loss” and figurative gain that occurs within
Green’s bilingual oeuvre, bilingual readers will be able to elucidate the specific ways in
which a text can be dramatically rewritten, refined, and (re-)created in translation.
Through a detailed and comparative analysis of Green’s bilingual work, “translative loss”
will once again be shown to produce a net gain of linguistic, semantic, and structural
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refinement while simultaneously producing a new and original work of literature in selftranslation.
Not all is necessarily “lost” in the usual sense in Green’s self-translated,
bilingual work. Literary cohesiveness, linguistic clarity, “restored parity” (Steiner 316),
intercultural accessibility, and general readability, which are produced by and through the
omission of certain words or passages from Green’s original source texts, often
contribute to a refined and substantially revised version of his self-translated work. In
fact, in many instances, Green’s keen bi-cultural sense of awareness works to reinforce
the general idiomatic, semantic, and lexical flow and style of his writing in both English
and French. This comparative study of Green’s bilingual oeuvre will therefore focus on
the extent to which Green’s unique practice of revision, omission, and rewriting in
translation produces a more linguistically and semantically accessible version of a selftranslated, target text. In regard to the nature of figurative gain, this chapter will also
analyze the various ways in which Green’s self-translated texts reflect a very creative
sense of rewriting and revision while appearing as new and original works of fiction.
Although various words, idioms, phrases, expressions, and sentences may be lost in
translation, dramatically new and original texts are ultimately gained within Green’s
double self-translated oeuvre.
DOUBLE LINGUISTIC VISION: LE LANGAGE ET SON DOUBLE
We have seen the extent to which self-translation, as a creative process of
revision and “rewriting,”26 is governed not only by the cultural and linguistic differences
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Many scholars, such as Andre Lefevere, Susan Bassnett, and Anthony Cordingley,
among others, have compared the process and product of self-translation to a certain kind
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that exist between languages, but also by the individual linguistic and editorial liberties
taken during translation by an author. Whereas non-authorial translation has often been
viewed as a “secondary” (House, ed. 2) replacement for an original source text, a careful
juxtaposition of linguistic “fidelity” and semantic “license” (Benjamin 259), or simply as
a way of capturing “one’s perception of the text and [developing] new modes of
perceiving it” (Boase-Beier, Fawcett, and Wilson, eds. ix), self-translation has been
increasingly perceived as an intriguing combination of authorial (re-)creation, rewriting,
and “translative loss.” Self-translation scholars such as Jan Hokenson and Marcella
Munson, for example, claim that the “effort” of the bilingual writer to “see[k] identical
connotations when self-translating” is “futile,” and that “the translated text will always be
preponderantly dissimilar” (11). Similarly, for Rainier Grutman and Trish Van Bolderen,
as opposed to third-party translators, self-translators are “often seen to have much more
leeway in the decision-making process of translation” (324) since they are not
contractually obliged to follow the linguistic and aesthetic sensibilities of a third-party
author and/or editor. This latter observation can certainly be applied to Green’s bilingual,
self-translated oeuvre, as his self-translated texts are exemplary of this highly non-literal,
creative, and experimental aesthetic approach to translation.
Green’s first bilingual, self-translated text, Le langage et son double
[Language and its Double] (1985), is exemplary of the highly unusual, creative, and
experimental nature of Green’s self-translations. A noteworthy collection of bilingual
essays, poems, autobiographical texts, and short stories, Le langage et son double reflects
the complex and varied “jeu croisé de la traduction chez un écrivain bilingue” [interplay
of rewriting that occurs within and outside of the text. These, among other scholars have
argued that the word “translation” should be re-labeled “rewriting.”
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of translation that is experienced by a bilingual writer] (Green, L’homme et son ombre
10). By alternating between familiar French and American idioms, semantic and phonetic
techniques of equivalence and difference, and linguistic omission and revision in
translation, Green offers his bilingual readers dramatically revised and semantically
refined versions of his original narratives. From a visual and structural standpoint,
however, Le langage et son double is highly mimetic, as the English version of the
narrative appears in italic font on each even-numbered page of the text, and the
corresponding French version of the narrative appears in normal typeface on each
corresponding odd-numbered page of the text.
Throughout Le langage et son double, Green experiments with varying
degrees of “translative loss” while producing original and intriguing self-translations not
only for French or English-speaking readers, but also for astute bilingual readers. In fact,
one essay from this text, “On Keeping a Diary” / “Tenir un journal,” reveals the extent to
which Green’s (re-)creative practice of self-translation dramatically alters the language of
his original source text while constructing two very different narrative personas in French
and English. In English, Green’s narrative voice exhibits the identity of a young, amateur,
and inexperienced diarist, yet in French, he radically rewrites his text to exhibit the
identity of a mature, self-assured, and experienced older diarist. As a result, Green’s
“unfaithful” translative practices appear to contradict, what Elizabeth Klosty Beaujour
has described as, the bilingual writer’s more “successful self-translation”: “In a
successful self-translation, the writer finds alternatives and compensations in the two
linguistic systems at his disposal, and the text passes. The voice passes and is
unmistakably the same in both languages…” (176). In “Tenir un journal,” Green’s
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narrative voice is not the same, and it fails to “pass” as an ideal or faithful translation of
“On Keeping a Diary.” Rather, it can be more closely equated to what self-translator and
bilingual writer André Brink has described as a “[non-]mechanical process of translating,
it is writing a book and then going back to it and redoing it in the other language”
(Penãlver 149).
Published in English in 1941, “On Keeping a Diary” was originally
presented as a lecture at Princeton University in 1941 and Mills College in America in
1944 and was later translated into French in 1953 (Green, Le langage et son double 107).
By reading both versions of the text, bilingual readers are able to perceive numerous
semantic and linguistic disparities that highlight Green’s evolving sense of identity in
self-translation. One notable example can be found in the opening paragraph of “On
Keeping a Diary.” In English, Green states:
To keep a diary is a curious habit and we may well wonder why so many
people cultivate it. What they are trying to do, I suppose, is to cause time
to stand quite still, as if it were possible to keep time from rushing on by
tracing thousands of tiny signs on a sheet of paper. They fancy that
because they have noted the passing of a cloud in the sky or a few remarks
exchanged by two or three people, time will respect these little things and
not dump them into the big black hole of oblivion (108).
In the French version of the text, however, Green translates his passage in
a very different manner:
C’est une curieuse habitude que celle de tenir un journal et l’on peut se
demander à quel besoin elle répond si ce n’est au chimérique : celui de
fixer le temps. Mais on ne fixe pas plus le temps avec des mots qu’avec
autre chose ; sa nature est de s’écouler en emportant tout avec lui, et
comment pouvons-nous essayer de le retenir avec ces milliers de petits
signes que nous griffonnons sur du papier ? Pourtant c’est ce que nous
essayons de faire. Nous nous figurons que, parce que nous avons noté un
aspect du ciel et quelques propos échangés entre deux ou trois êtres
humains, le temps ne versera pas ces choses dans le grand trou noir de
l’oubli, et que pour nous, tout au moins, elles continueront d’exister.
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[It’s a curious habit to keep a diary and we can wonder what need it
satisfies if it isn’t chimerical: to make time stand still. But we do not make
time stand still with words more than with anything else; its nature is to
pass by while bringing everything with it, and how can we try to hold on
to it with those thousands of little signs that we scribble on paper? Yet,
this is what we try to do. We imagine that, because we have noted a
certain aspect of the sky and exchanged several remarks between two or
three human beings, time will not dump these things into the great black
hole of oblivion, and for us, at least, they will continue to exist] (109).
By comparing these two passages, readers are able to observe numerous
differences that are indicative not only of the passage of time between both versions of
the text but also of Green’s altered sense of self in self-translation. In the original English
version of the text, for example, Green’s hesitant claim, “What they are trying to do, I
suppose, is to cause time to stand quite still…” is contrasted by the more assertive and
emphatic French declaration that “l’on peut se demander à quel besoin elle répond si ce
n’est au chimérique : celui de fixer le temps.” Here, the timid supposition “I suppose” is
removed in translation and replaced by the assertive latter statement that diaries allow
people to “fixer le temps.” Compared to the original English version of the narrative,
Green’s French translation demonstrates a more confident and definitive opinion of the
general practice and process of keeping a diary. The narrator no longer “supposes” that
people keep diaries to make time stand still but confidently contends that diaries do in
fact satisfy this “chimerical” human need.
As well as presenting bilingual readers with a more mature and confident
narrative persona in French, Green’s self-translated text also expresses a significant
evolving sense of identity. In the original English version of his text, Green maintains a
discernible linguistic and psychological distance from other diarists and their writing. For
example, the personal pronoun “we” is used persistently to convey the narrator and the
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reader’s somewhat novice understanding of diaries, and Green uses the first person
personal pronoun “I” to distinguish himself from other diarists (“they”) and their writing:
“we may well wonder why so many people cultivate it. What they are trying to do, I
suppose... They fancy that…” However, in French, Green shifts between using the
ambiguous third person pronoun “on” (“we,” “one,” “people,” or “they”) to describe his
readers’ general conception of diaries and the more distinctive pronoun “nous” to reflect
his own new, thriving identity as a diarist: “Pourtant c’est ce que nous essayons de faire.
Nous nous figurons que, parce que nous avons noté un aspect du ciel… et que pour nous,
tout au moins, elles continueront d’exister.” In French, Green uses the pronoun “nous”
consistently to associate himself with other diarists and to underscore his thriving identity
as an experienced diarist. The self-translated version of the text therefore gives bilingual
readers the impression that the author is not only reconsidering the very nature and
purpose of keeping a diary, but that he is also embracing a new and evolving identity as a
diarist and writer.
In the French translation of this passage, Green introduces a new sentence
into his text that stresses his growing affinity with other diarists: “Pourtant c’est ce que
nous essayons de faire” [Yet this is what we try to do]. In English, Green states that
people who keep diaries try “to cause time to stand quite still,” yet in French, he
dramatically revises his reflection by observing how the “chimerical” idea of making
time stand still is exactly what diarists (“nous” / we”) try to do. By reevaluating why he
and other writers keep diaries, Green creates a significantly modified version of his
original text in French. Diarists are no longer denoted by the estranging words “people”
or “they” but by the more inclusive personal pronoun “nous.”
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In “On Keeping a Diary,” Green repeatedly distinguishes himself from
other diarists, while in “Tenir un journal,” he uses translative techniques of omission and
revision to closely associate himself with them. In English, diarists are viewed as being
“other” people, and Green differentiates himself from them by using third person
pronouns and nouns such as “they,” “people,” “a man,” and “he” to describe the lives and
work of people who keep diaries. By contrast, in French, Green uses words such as
“nous” and “on” to suggest that he himself is also a true diarist. In English, while
describing the life and work of other diarists, Green claims, “Above all, he is more
acutely conscious of living. He is unable to ward off death, but he can immensely
increase his awareness of life” (110). Here, the diarist, who is introduced by the singular
third person pronoun “he,” is presented as an unidentified person who bears little
resemblance to the narrator. However, in the self-translated version of the text, Green
states, “Il s’agit de savoir ce que l’on entend par mourir. Nous ne pouvons pas conjurer la
mort, mais nous pouvons augmenter en nous la conscience de la vie” [It’s about knowing
what constitutes death. We cannot ward off death, but we can heighten our awareness of
life] (111). In the French translation of this passage, Green closely associates himself
with other diarists. Diarists are no longer represented by the dissociative word “he” but
by the more inclusive pronoun “we” (“on” and “nous”), and readers are given the
impression that Green himself is also a diarist.
While declaring that the act of reading and keeping a diary can “prove
only beneficial to a writer,” Green continues to create a double sense of self in both of his
languages. In “On Keeping a Diary,” he writes, “For one thing, it will make him more
attentive to what is going on around him as well as to the many phases of his inner life”
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(118). In “Tenir un journal,” however, he presents the following revised statement: “Tout
d’abord, cela nous rend plus attentifs à ce qui nous entoure et à nous-mêmes” [First of all,
that makes us more attentive to what is going on around us and to ourselves] (119). In
these and other examples, Green continually alternates between using exclusionary words
such as “he” and “him” in English and more inclusive French pronouns such as “nous.”
In English, Green is a shy, inexperienced, and unprofessed diarist reflecting on the habit,
practice, and process of keeping a diary. Yet, in French, he embraces the identity of an
experienced, inveterate diarist who is able to present his readers with a more mature and
informed view of diaries.
In addition to revealing a distinctive new sense of confidence in French,
Green’s self-translated text unmasks the identity of an older man who has become highly
aware and even fearful of his own death. In “Tenir un journal,” while continuing to
reconsider the general practice and process of keeping a diary, Green inserts a new
paragraph into his essay that presents a prolonged reflection on aging, memory loss, and
mortality:
Cette crainte de perdre la mémoire est un des sujets les plus riches et les
plus instructifs pour les observateurs de la personnalité humaine. Ce que
nous sommes est tellement mêlé à ce que nous étions que le tout forme un
ensemble en quelque sorte inextricable. Un homme dont la mémoire est en
faillite sent que la mort l’a déjà touché au front. Nous souvenir de ce que
nous étions à quinze ans, à vingt ans, c’est ranimer un des nombreux
personnages qui composent notre moi ; si l’un d’eux est atteint de cette
maladie mortelle qui s’appelle l’oubli, c’est nous-mêmes qui nous sentons
atteints, et nous en souffrons [This fear of losing one’s memory is one of
the richest and most instructive for observers of human personality. What
we are is so mixed with what we were that it all forms a sort of
inextricable ensemble. A man who is losing his memory feels that he is
already at death’s doorstep. To remember who we were at age fifteen or
twenty is to revive one of our numerous selves; if one of them is affected
by this fatal illness called memory loss, we are the ones who feel harmed,
and we suffer] (113).
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An older writer and diarist at the time of publication of “Tenir un
journal,”27 Green uses his authorial and translative creativity to present an extended
reflection on the fear and reality of memory loss and death in his self-translation.
Whereas a younger, forty-one-year-old Green writes in English that, “We have all
experienced that feeling of discomfort caused by a lapse of memory” (110), an older,
fifty-three-year-old Green delves further into the unsettling psychological and emotional
effects of long-term memory loss in “Tenir un journal”: “Un homme dont la mémoire est
en faillite sent que la mort l’a déjà touché au front… si l’un d’eux est atteint de cette
maladie mortelle qui s’appelle l’oubli, c’est nous-mêmes qui nous sentons atteints, et
nous en souffrons.” Whereas forgetting the “name of a person we know, of a place where
we have spent several days” can be “irritating” (110) to the author of “On Keeping a
Diary,” in his self-translation, Green recognizes that a man with permanent memory loss
feels like he is approaching his own death: “que la mort l’a déjà touché au front.” In
English, Green is only mildly perturbed by “lapses of our own memory which have to do
with our past” (112). In French, however, he is an older diarist who is more consumed by
the fear of memory loss and death. The English version of the text presents Green’s
readers with a younger and less fearful narrative voice. The French self-translation, on
the other hand, reveals an older, more craven, and reflective narrative voice that reveals
the extent to which Green has become more concerned with these subjects.
In other parts of “Tenir un journal,” Green shifts between omitting various
passages, rewriting, and adding new words and phrases to his text. Green’s approach to
27

Green was forty-one years old at the time of publication of “On Keeping a Diary” and
fifty-three years old at the time of publication of “Tenir un journal.”
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translation is therefore representative of Michaël Oustinoff’s view of self-translation as a
unique space where “l’auteur est libre non seulement d’entrecroiser les textes selon son
bon vouloir… mais également de recourir à tel ou tel procédé de traduction selon les
circonstances” [the author is free not only to intertwine the texts at his own discretion…
but also to appeal to a particular method of translation according to the circumstances]
(12). Green’s transformative approach to self-translation boldly opposes traditional
notions of translation as a “hermeneutic of trust” or as a way to maintain linguistic
fidelity and “embodiment” (Steiner 319) by presenting two very different narrative
personas in English and French. Moreover, it refutes typical translation models that
“prioritiz[e] one side of the binary by insisting that the original determines the
translation” and underscores the self-translator’s propensity “to take liberties that would
be inacceptable to anyone but the ‘author’ of the work” (Shread 59). In the original
English version of the text, Green is a younger, naïve, and somewhat amateur diarist who
uses estranging and ambiguous pronouns such as “they,” “people,” “a man,” and “he” to
distance himself from other professional diarists. In French, however, he is a more
mature, craven, experienced, and confident writer who readily identifies himself as a
diarist.
“On Keeping a Diary” can be seen as a new and highly innovative work
within the bilingual Greenien oeuvre, as it showcases some of the distinctive ways in
which bilingual writers continue to “push the boundaries of language and literature
through the practice of self-translation” (Kippur 21). Though Green presents a number of
interesting reflections on the general nature and purpose of keeping a diary in English, in
the French translation of the text, he radically revises his thoughts to reconsider the very

121
heart and essence of what it means to keep a diary. Green’s self-translated text is
exemplary of a translation that is “like a child… but with the power to speak on its own
which makes of a child something other than a product subjected to the law of
reproduction” (Derrida 191) or of one that exudes “the frequency of the unexpected [and]
the unmimetic” (Caws vii). The symmetrical alternation of both versions of the essay
allows bilingual readers to appreciate Green’s bi-cultural and bilingual sense of
awareness in English and French while also uncovering the author’s dual and contrasting
narrative identities in self-translation.
A second bilingual essay from Le langage et son double, “An Experiment
in English” / “Une expérience en anglais,” presents yet another striking example of
Green’s recurring use of translative loss and rewriting in self-translation. Although Green
expresses a hesitant, unassuming, and American sense of identity in “An Experiment in
English,” in “Une expérience en anglais,” he continues to exhibit a more assertive,
confident, and reflective French sense of self. Originally written in English in 1941, “An
Experiment in English” was initially self-translated by Green in 1943 and later published
in French in 1983. In this autobiographical bilingual essay, Green contemplates the
challenges of being an exiled writer while reflecting on his own personal experiences
with bilingualism, language, and writing in France and America.
In the self-translated French version of his essay, Green adds new
sentences and passages to his text that continue to reflect his evolving identity as a
bicultural, Franco-American writer. For instance, in one section of “Une expérience en
anglais,” while assessing the vulnerable situation of the exiled francophone writer who
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has recently moved to America,28 Green presents his readers with the following rewritten
statement in translation: “Le désir de s’exprimer doit lui insuffler l’élan de franchir tous
les obstacles, de renaître en quelque sorte dans une autre langue, de se faire adopter, de
donner à l’inconnu au fond de lui-même les chances de l’aventure humaine” [The desire
to express himself must give him the momentum to overcome all obstacles, to be reborn
in a way in another language, to be adopted, and to give the good luck of human
adventure to the unknown person deep down inside of himself] (177). In this added
observation, Green presents a new and extended meditation on the experience of being a
geographically displaced translingual writer. By contemplating the challenges and
rewards of writing and thinking in a second language and living in a new, foreign
country, Green also reassesses his own experiences living abroad as an exiled writer in
America. In translation, he notes how bilingual writers can, in a certain way, be reborn in
a second language. Moreover, he observes that translingual writers can discover
themselves in their writing and implies that, like them, he also possesses his own unique
and mysterious sense of identity: “l’inconnu au fond de lui-même” [the unknown person
deep down inside of himself].
In “Une expérience en anglais,” Green continues to present his readers
with a dramatically revised and reflective self-translation that exhibits a unique and
distinctive “French” sense of identity. In the original English version of his text, for
example, Green makes the following observation: “I was born in Paris of American
parents and brought up in that city, much in the manner of most Parisians, that is, I went
to one of those large schools called lycees and practically all my friends were French. But
28

In “An Experiment in English,” Green writes, “He existed in former years as a French
writer; can he now exist as an English writer?” (176).
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at home I was no longer in France, I was in America” (178). However, in the selftranslated, French version of the text, Green presents his French-speaking readers with a
very different statement:
Je suis né à Paris de parents américains ; comme les autres garçons de
Paris, j’ai été élevé dans un lycée où tous mes camarades étaient français.
C’était littéralement ma langue maternelle qui dehors, au lycée, devenait
une langue étrangère. Mais à la maison, je franchissais une frontière
invisible, je me retrouvais en Amérique [I was born in Paris of American
parents; like the other boys of Paris, I was brought up in a high school
where all of my friends were French. Outside, in high school, my native
language was a foreign language. But at home, I would cross an invisible
border and would find myself in America] (179).
Green’s substantially rewritten French passage is reflective of his highly
contemplative and revisionary approach to self-translation. Though Green was “brought
up in that city” (Paris) in English, in translation, he notes how, in a very different sense,
he was “élevé dans un lycée” [brought up in a high school]. Whereas, in English, Green
states that “much in the manner of most Parisians,” he went to “one of those large schools
called lycees,” in French, he carefully revises his language to better address his Frenchspeaking readers: “comme les autres garçons de Paris, j’ai été élevé dans un lycée où tous
mes camarades étaient français” [like the other boys of Paris, I was brought up in a high
school where all of my friends were French]. In the English version of the text, Green
indicates that he was raised like most other Parisians and describes his high school as a
“large” lycee, yet in translation he omits these phrases to present a more simplistic
description that is better adapted to his French-speaking readers: “comme les autres
garçons de Paris… dans un lycée.” In English, Green appears as a Franco-American who
is helping his American readers to better understand and relate to his life as a child and
teenager in Paris. In French, on the other hand, he assuredly assumes a distinct French
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sense of identity by adopting a more casual and familiar use of language: “tous mes
camarades étaient français,” [all of my friends were French] “au lycée” [in high school].
In other words, in French, Green no longer uses specific words and phrases to describe
his childhood experiences (“in the manner of most Parisians”; “one of those large schools
called lycees”). Addressing French-speaking readers in French, Green removes these
specifications because he understands that his target language readers were already aware
of the fact that “most Parisians” were “brought up in that city” (Paris) and that lycées
were “large schools.”
In the self-translated version of this passage, Green also presents an
altered sense of geographic and linguistic displacement. In the original English version of
the text, for example, Green explains that, when he was home, he was “no longer in
France” but “in America.” By comparison, in translation, he rewrites his observation to
note how, whenever he was home, he “franchissais une frontière invisible” [would cross
an invisible border] and would suddenly find himself in America: “je me retrouvais en
Amérique.” While in English, Green appears to be physically closer to his readers (no
longer in France but “in America”), in French he expresses a clear and deliberate sense of
estrangement while simultaneously emphasizing his inherent French identity. By
introducing the notion of crossing an invisible border and “finding” himself in America,
Green suggests that he is further removed from America and that his true identity is more
closely associated with other Frenchmen. Finally, by adding the observation that “dehors,
au lycée,” his native language “devenait une langue étrangère” [would become a foreign
language], Green introduces a deeper and more probing reflection on his experience
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growing up in Paris. Green is once again more contemplative and “French” in selftranslation.
Elsewhere in “Une expérience en anglais,” Green’s narrative voice
continues to project the image of a more confident and assertive author and the words
that are used, omitted from, and/or rewritten in this text display an evident new sense of
authorial self-assurance. In the original English version of the text, for instance, Green
states, “When a person says that he doesn’t know how he learned a language, he means, I
think, that it ‘came to him naturally’” (182). In the French translation of the essay,
however, he omits the hesitant supposition, “I think,” and replaces it with the following
revised declaration in translation: “Quand quelqu’un dit qu’il ne sait pas comment il a
appris une langue, il veut dire que c’est venu naturellement…” [When someone says that
he doesn’t know how he learned a language, he means that it came to him naturally]
(183). In the French translation of the text, Green no longer “think[s]” but believes that
when someone admits to not knowing how he learned a language, he means that “c’est
venu naturellement” [it came to him naturally]. By removing the tentative phrase “I
think” and replacing it with a more affirmative claim in translation (“il veut dire que”),
Green continues to exhibit a remarkable new sense of confidence in self-translation.
Throughout the narrative of “Une expérience en anglais,” Green makes
frequent use of omission and rewriting to present a more assertive and self-assured
narrative voice in translation. In the original English version of the text, he establishes a
quintessential “American” identity, yet in French, he conveys an explicit new “French”
sense of self. While describing his experience writing letters in French upon his return to
France from the University of Virginia, Green admits, “But writing letters had little to do
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with writing books in the same language, or so I thought. This was, I suppose, a French
notion; I mean by that, that writing a book, to a Frenchman, is a somewhat more formal
process than writing letters” (192). In the corresponding French version of the text,
however, hesitant phrases such as “or so I thought,” “I suppose,” “I mean by that,” and
“somewhat” are removed in translation to offer a more incisive and direct opinion of the
supposedly weak connection between writing letters and writing books: “Mais écrire des
lettres n’a que peu de rapport avec écrire des livres. C’est une idée bien française que,
faire un livre étant un métier, on ne peut l’écrire avec le même abandon ni, hélas, la
même désinvolture que des lettres à un ami” [But writing letters has little to do with
writing books. It’s a very French idea that, since making a book is a profession, one can’t
write it with the same abandon or, unfortunately, the same offhandedness as one does
when writing letters to a friend] (193). In this noticeably rewritten portion of the text,
Green offers his readers a more decisive opinion of one of the principal differences
between writing letters and books. Instead of supposing that “writing letters ha[s] little to
do with writing books” and that writing books is “somewhat” of a “more formal process
than writing letters,” he confidently asserts that one cannot actually write novels “avec le
même abandon ni, hélas, la même désinvolture que des lettres à un ami.” What is simply
thought to be a “French notion” in English is thus officially confirmed in translation:
“C’est une idée bien française.” As a result, Green’s narrative voice continues to be more
assertive, confident, and resolute in translation.
Moreover, by employing words and phrases such as “This was, I suppose,
a French notion” and “to a Frenchman” in the English version of the text, Green
effectively differentiates himself from other French men while overtly suggesting that he
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bears a stronger resemblance to his American readers. By contrast, in his French
translation, the phrase “to a Frenchman” is removed and replaced with the more
inclusionary French pronoun “on”29 to imply that the author/narrator is also French: “on
ne peut l’écrire avec le même abandon...” [one can’t write it with the same abandon]. The
original statement “This was, I suppose, a French notion” is rewritten as “C’est une idée
bien française” in translation, thereby suggesting that, as a Frenchman, Green has an
unequivocal understanding of typical French notions about writing literature; Frenchmen
do in fact believe that books cannot be written “avec le même abandon ni, hélas, la même
désinvolture que des lettres à un ami.” Here, Green’s narrative sense of self and point of
view changes to more directly address the evolving identity of his target audience in selftranslation.30
Further along in the narrative of “Une expérience en anglais,” Green even
confesses to becoming a different person while writing in a second, foreign language.
When describing his experience switching from the French to the English language in
writing his first English book in America, he admits, “…en me relisant, je m’aperçus que
j’écrivais un autre livre, un livre d’un ton si complètement différent du texte français que
tout l’éclairage du sujet était transformé. En anglais, j’étais devenu quelqu’un d’autre”
[…on rereading what I had written, I realized that I was writing another book, a book so
different in tone from the French text that a whole perspective of the subject had been
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In this context of this passage, “on” could be translated as “one,” “we,” or “people.”
The original English version of the text was originally published in Harper’s Magazine
in America, and the corresponding French translation was published forty-two years later
in France.
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transformed. In English, I had become another person] (197).31 Green’s double narrative
sense of self is evidenced not only by his initial experience writing Memories of Happy
Days in English, but also by his idiosyncratic and experimental practice of selftranslation.
Additionally, Green’s tendency to rewrite his work in self-translation
creates a more reflective narrative voice in “Une expérience en anglais.” For example, in
the final sentence of the English version of his essay, Green states, “It hasn’t helped me
much in understanding the relationship of language to human beings – in a way it has
made it seem even more mysterious than I fancied – but it has enabled me to apprehend
more clearly the problem of foreign writers who are at present experimenting with the
English language” (196). In his French translation, however, he presents his readers with
the following rewritten assertion:
Cela m’intrigua et m’intrigue toujours, mais en aucune façonne ne m’a
aidé à comprendre la relation entre la pensée et le langage, et même l’a
rendue plus mystérieuse encore que je ne le croyais, mais cependant j’ai
compris beaucoup mieux le problème des écrivains étrangers qui doivent
en quelque sorte renaître dans une langue qui n’est pas la leur [This
intrigued me and it still does, but in no way helped me to understand the
relationship between thought and language and even made it more
mysterious than I had thought; however, I better understood the problem
of foreign writers who must, in a way, be reborn in a language that is not
theirs] (197).
In the French version of his text, Green reevaluates his initial experience
writing in English and the general difficulties of bilingual writers who are living and
writing in a foreign country. Whereas in English, Green discusses the “relationship of
31

This statement is reminiscent of some of Green’s other exploratory reflections in Le
langage et son double. In “My First Book in English,” for example, Green further reflects
on his challenging experience writing his first English book, Memories of Happy Days: “I
did not say the same things in both languages, because, when writing in English, I had the
feeling that in some obscure way I was not quite the same person” (252).
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language to human beings,” in French, he dramatically modifies this observation to
describe his failed attempt to assess the very different relationship between “la pensée et
le langage.” Though he initially admits that his experience writing in a foreign language
and living abroad in the United States helped him “to apprehend more clearly the
problem of foreign writers who are at present experimenting with the English language,”
in the French version of the text, he contends that this experience actually helped him to
better comprehend “le problème des écrivains étrangers qui doivent en quelque sorte
renaître dans une langue qui n’est pas la leur.” In his French self-translation, Green again
presents the metaphor of foreign writers who are “reborn” in a language “that is not
theirs.” He is more reflective, and his dramatic use of “translative loss” and revision in
translation demonstrates his proclivity to reconsider and reformulate his own exiled
experience as well as that of other “autotraducteurs migrateurs” [migratory selftranslators] (Grutman 10).
In “Une expérience en anglais,” Green’s narrative voice is characterized
not only by a significant new sense of confidence, assertiveness, and resoluteness but also
by a very disparate sense of identity. In “An Experiment in English,” he presents a clear
American sense of self by using words and phrases such as “a French notion” and “to a
Frenchman” to distinguish and distance himself from other Frenchmen. In his French
translation, on the other hand, he uses a variety of different nouns and pronouns to
address his French-speaking readers and to emphasize a new French sense of identity. At
one point in his essay, Green even overtly declares that he is aware of his unusual
“doubled” sense of self in translation: “It was as if, writing in English, I had become
another person” (196). Bilingual readers of “An Experiment in English” / “Une
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expérience en anglais” are met with numerous instances of double translative vision when
alternating between both versions of Green’s bilingual text. In the English version of his
essay, Green is an American, but when writing in French, he is once again “reborn” as a
Frenchman.
Jeunes Années (When I was small), another bilingual essay from Le
langage et son double, presents another striking example of Green’s habitual use of
“translative loss” and creative rewriting in translation. Originally written in French in
1962, Jeunes Années contains a selection of passages from Green’s 4-volume
autobiography (Partir avant le jour, Mille Chemins ouverts, Terre lointaine, and
Jeunesse), which was subsequently self-translated by Green and published in English in
1967 (411). In this autobiographical text, Green once again displays his English
translation in italics on the left-hand side of the page, followed by the original French
narrative of the text in regular typeface on the right-hand side of the page. Throughout
both versions of the narrative, bilingual readers perceive a small selection of close, literal
translations. For instance, the titles of the individual sub-sections of the French text, “Le
bonheur” (413), “Là-bas” (427), and “Une amie de Henry James” (429) are translated
quite literally into English as “Happiness” (412), “Over there” (426), and “Henry James’
friend” (428).
Nevertheless, and in spite of these minimal instances of literal translation,
Green’s English translation of Jeunes Années, When I was small, is more prominently
characterized by significant examples of “translative loss” and rewriting. Here, his
creative use of rewriting often involves specific clarifications regarding certain cultural
and linguistic references (at times, Green elaborates upon or adds a certain name or
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cultural reference into his text), alternating uses of the passive and active voice, strategic
omissions in translation, and various linguistic methods of selective reproduction.31 For
instance, his original French phrase, “Je me figurais, en effet, qu’il habitait là” [I indeed
supposed that he lived there] (417) is translated into English as “For I imagined that he
lived there” (416). In this example of “translative loss” and revision, Green makes the
judicious decision to remove the original French phrase “en effet” from his English
translation and to rewrite the expression “Je me figurais” as “For I imagined.” In this
case, translative reduction and revision serve to render the text more linguistically
coherent and accessible in English.
Elsewhere, Green replaces certain French idioms and expressions with
more suitable Anglophone words and idioms. Hence, the French phrases “dans les heures
difficiles” [in difficult times] (415), “Avec le temps” [with time] (419), “J’avais” [I had]
(419), “…j’avoue ne pas voir très clair” [I admit to not see very clearly] (419), and “je ne
m’en sens pas capable” [I don’t feel capable of doing it] (421) are deftly translated into
the more idiomatically fitting English expressions “in times of trial” (414), “With
years…” (418), “I led” (418), “…I must admit, are not very clear to me” (418), and “I do
not feel up to it (420). Likewise, while reminiscing about a Punch and Judy show during
one of his childhood outings in Paris, Green translates the following observation, “Le
fabuliste regardait en souriant quelques-uns des animaux à qui il fit parler une langue si
pure…” (423-425), as “The fabulist looked smilingly at the animals that, thanks to him,
spoke such pure French…” (422-424) in the English version of his text. In this example,
Green rewrites the French expression “une langue si pure” [such pure language] as “such
31

Meir Sternberg defines selective reproduction as a “quotation of the original
heterolingual discourse as uttered by the speaker(s)” (225).
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pure French” in English in order to clarify the type of language that was spoken in a
“pure” and fluent manner. Consequently, Green once again adapts his language to more
explicitly address each target language audience. With these examples, among others,
Green uses his keen bi-cultural awareness and linguistic sensibilities to navigate
successfully between the various idiomatic idiosyncrasies of the French and English
languages. Rather than adhere to a close sense of literal interpretation in these passages,
Green chooses effective substitutes that offer his bilingual readers a linguistically and
semantically refined version of the text.
In relation to “translative loss” and figurative gain, When I was small also
presents notable instances of omission in translation that offer an important net gain of
semantic, linguistic, and structural clarity in Green’s target language. For example, in the
original French version of his essay, Green writes, “Alors je criai : ‘Papa !’ à l’imitation
de mes sœurs, et la cloche répondait : ‘hello, Beaver!’ Beaver, c’est-à-dire le castor”
[Then I cried: ‘Papa!’ as my sisters did, and the bell answered: ‘hello, Beaver!’ Beaver,
meaning beaver] (421). In English, on the other hand, Green omits the redundant and
nonessential French definition of the word beaver (“c’est-à-dire le castor” [meaning
beaver]) and rewrites his sentence as “Then I cried: ‘Papa!’ as my sisters did and the bell
answered: ‘Hello, Beaver!’” (420). In this semantically astute revision, Green once again
reorients his sentence in translation to more effectively address his English-speaking
readers. As a result, “translative loss” offers a refined and simplified sense of linguistic
clarity in the English version of the text.
Further along in his essay, Green fails to provide an English translation for
his original French phrase “me semblait-il” [it seemed to me] from “Bientôt l’aigle
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impérial battait, me semblait-il, plus faiblement des ailes, la voix de ma mère se faisait
plus lointaine, et comme par enchantement je me retrouvais dans mon lit” (429), which is
translated into English as “Soon the imperial eagle’s wings beat more feebly, my
mother’s voice receded into the distance, and through some magic trick I found myself in
bed” (428). Here, the phrase “me semblait-il” is absent from the English version of the
text, and Green once again presents, what appears to be, a more assertive and affirmative
narrative tone in translation. Words and phrases such as “se faisait plus lointaine” and
“par enchantement” are significantly rewritten in English as “receded into the distance”
and “through some magic trick.” These notable revisions, among others, continue to
demonstrate Green’s highly innovative, non-literal, and revisionary approach to selftranslation.
Yet another important example of creative revision and rewriting can be
seen in the title of Green’s bilingual essay: Jeunes Années / When I was Small. Here, the
French title (“Young Years” or “The Years of Youth”) offers a dramatic contrast to the
English version of the title, When I was Small. In this example of translative revision,
Green once again demonstrates his apparent preference for rewriting and linguistic and
semantic recreation in self-translation. Though sporadic instances of literal interpretation
are juxtaposed with numerous examples of revision in translation, Jeunes Années / When
I was Small continues to reflect Green’s very creative, minimalistic, and experimental
style of self-translation. In this bilingual essay, Green’s perceptive and informed use of
linguistic and semantic refinement are once again accompanied by a persistent use of
“translative loss” and innovative rewriting in self-translation. By substantially revising
his text in translation, Green offers his readers a more coherent, cohesive, and accessible
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work of prose in English while continuing to showcase his keen bicultural sense of
awareness.
SHADES OF TRANSLATIVE LOSS IN L’HOMME ET SON OMBRE
Like Le langage et son double (1985), L’homme et son ombre (1991) is a
bilingual work by Green that presents a collection of symmetrically intertwined, bilingual
self-translated narratives. Similar to Le langage et son double, L’homme et son ombre
includes a selection of bilingual essays, autobiographical texts, non-authorial translations
of poems, and one self-translated short story, “The Apprentice Psychiatrist” (“L’Apprenti
psychiatre”). Compared to Le langage et son double however, L’homme et son ombre
also includes a number of bilingual articles and university lectures that Green gave during
his stay in America in the 1940’s. The article “Paris,” for example, which was originally
written in French in 1943 for an exhibition of paintings of Paris and then self-translated
into English as “On Paris” (Green, L’homme et son ombre 264), is an important example
of how Green uses translative reduction, omission, and rewriting in self-translation to
present two different narrative personas in his languages. In his original French article,
“Paris,” Green conveys a clear French sense of identity while closely relating to his
fellow French compatriots. Yet in the self-translated English version of the article, “On
Paris,” he displays a distinct American identity. In self-translation, he drastically revises
his language to more suitably address each one of his target language audiences.
By engaging in an alternating reading of “Paris” / “On Paris,” bilingual
readers are able to observe the ways in which translative revision and omission are
essential parts of Green’s evolving sense of self in self-translation. In the original French
version of the article, for instance, Green declares, “La France, dans les années cruelles
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qu’elle traverse, ne peut s’exprimer comme elle le voudrait” [France, in the cruel years
that she is experiencing, cannot express herself as she would like to] (183). Yet, in
English, he revises this statement in the following manner: “France is now going through
an ordeal such as she never dreamt and I do not think that we, over here, will fully realize
the magnitude of that ordeal before we see France again” (182). In French, Green
presents his own metaphorical interpretation of the tragic current state of France during
the war, yet in English, he drastically revises his description in order to more closely
relate to other Americans who are presently living in America: “we, over here… before
we see France again.” In French, Green presents himself as a Frenchman who is well
aware of his country’s present state of suffering and devastation, yet in translation he is
once again transformed into an American man who is addressing other American readers
in the United States: “before we see France again.” In the French version of the text,
Green is a Frenchman in France, but in English, he is an American man who is displaced
“over here” in America and is explaining the disconcerting situation of France to his
fellow American comrades.
While creating a double narrative sense of identity in French and English,
Green carefully addresses each respective target audience by omitting and rewriting
various words, sentences, and phrases in translation. In French, for example, words such
as “nous” are used to refer to himself and other French spectators and words like “ce” and
“ces” are used to denote specific paintings that his French readers may have seen at the
exhibition he is describing: “…ces toiles magnifiques, nous pouvons les regarder et les
regarder longuement, car nous savons que pour la France la fin d’un long cauchemar
approche, et qu’elle va vers des temps meilleurs” [We can look at these magnificent
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paintings for a long time because we know that France is approaching the end of a long
nightmare and that it is headed toward better times] (181). In the English translation of
his article, on the other hand, he presents a dramatically rewritten version of this same
passage: “…most of us, I am sure, could not look at a view of Notre-Dame or of the
Tuileries without mixed feelings of longing and sorrow…” (180). Here, rather than use
the more indiscriminate pronoun “we” (“nous”) to address his American readers in
English, he uses the phrase “most of us” to refer to himself and to his English-speaking
public. In English, Green presents the image of a Franco-American narrator who no
longer assumes that, like his French compatriots, all Americans feel the same emotions as
he (or as other Frenchmen) when they look at paintings of Paris. In the French version of
the text, however, he employs the word “nous” to indicate his own, as well as the general
French public’s, more informed understanding of the past, present, and future state of
France: “nous savons que pour la France la fin d’un long cauchemar approche, et qu’elle
va vers des temps meilleurs” [we know that France is approaching the end of a long
nightmare and that it is headed toward better times].
Further in the translated version of his article, Green continues to revise
his text in order to more closely address and relate to his target language audience. In the
original version of the text, for instance, he writes, “Parmi toutes les choses dont
l’Allemagne a privé le monde (et Dieu sait si l’Allemagne a volé), il n’en est peut-être
pas de plus précieuses que les livres et les tableaux que le génie français aurait pu donner
au monde pendant les trois dernières années” [Among all of the things of which Germany
deprived the world (and God knows Germany stole), the most precious perhaps are the
books and paintings that the French genius could have given to the world during the past
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three years] (185). By comparison, in English, he states, “The world has been robbed of
many things since this war began, and among the most valuable of those things are the
books which France might have given us and the pictures she might have painted” (184).
In French, Green provides his French-speaking readers with the somewhat aggrandizing
notion of “le génie français,” observing how, over the past three years, Germany hindered
the production of noteworthy new French art and literature. In English, however, he
deftly modifies his writing to note how the war prevented France “from giving us” (i.e.
Americans and the world at large) “valuable” new works of art and literature. In French,
Green’s article is once again addressed to his French-speaking public. In the selftranslated French version of his article, however, Green substantially modifies his writing
to address his American readers.
“Paris” / “On Paris” is yet another striking example of Green’s double
translative identities in self-translation and of his tendency to use “translative loss” and
rewriting to adroitly adapt his texts to each one of his target language audiences. Whereas
in “Paris,” he depicts himself as being quintessentially Parisian, in “On Paris,” he
reinforces his American sense of heritage while concurrently displacing and
differentiating himself from his French-speaking compatriots. Green skillfully revises his
language between texts in order to better relate to the culture and language of both target
language audiences; in French, he continues to express a unique French sense of identity,
whereas in English, he is more distinctly American. By continually modifying the
language and presentation of his text in self-translation, he carefully renders his narrative
more accessible to both target-language audiences.
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“Quelques ombres…” / “Writers I Have Known” is a second bilingual,
self-translated essay included in L’homme et son ombre that continues to illustrate
Green’s highly creative and reflective approach to self-translation. Originally written in
French and then translated into English and given as a university lecture at Mills College
in 1944 (Green, L’homme et son ombre 262), this essay presents a variety of anecdotes
and descriptions of some of the key French writers whom Green knew in the 1920s,
1930s, and 1940s. As compared to “Paris” / “On Paris,” “Quelques ombres…” / “Writers
I Have Known” is a longer piece that displays an even more extreme use of “translative
loss,” rewriting, and linguistic refinement in translation. Perhaps Green’s English title
offers the most vivid example of this liberal and non-literal approach to translation. Here,
the English title “Writers I Have Known” is presented as a significantly modified
translation of Green’s corresponding French title, “Quelques ombres…” [A Few
Shadows…]. While the word “Writers” is overtly presented in Green’s self-translated
English title, it is absent from, and only discretely implied, in his original French title. In
addition, whereas the former title, “Writers I Have Known,” introduces the central theme
of Green’s essay in a very precise and lucid manner, this latter one suggests a more
ambiguous and poetic interpretation of the subject and meaning of the original French
version of the text. Green’s self-translation is, once again, a very non-literal one, even
though it manages to maintain a certain semantic sense of equivalence across both
languages. Both “Writers I Have Known” and “Quelques ombres…” reference the idea of
writers Green once knew who may or may not be deceased.
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Although “Quelques ombres…” / “Writers I Have Known” contains a
selection of non-literal translations in English,32 the most remarkable differences between
the two versions of the text appear in the number of words, sentences, and passages that
are omitted from Green’s English translation. In a side-by-side comparison of the first
page of “Quelques ombres…” and “Writers I Have Known,” bilingual readers are able to
see that Green’s English translation is substantially shorter than his original French text.
This discrepancy is, for the most part, due to the fact that the last paragraph, “Quand je
pense à 1925…” [When I think of 1925…] (145), which continues as “…c’était une
époque d’une fécondité exceptionnelle… tomber tôt ou tard sur quelques-uns des
écrivains les plus en vue” […it was an age of exceptional productivity… to come across
some of the most prominent writers sooner or later] (147) is noticeably shortened and
rewritten in English. In the French version of the text, Green reminisces about the extent
to which France experienced a very rich, important, and productive literary period around
1925, while briefly discussing his own experience writing his first book in French. By
comparison, in his English translation, Green dramatically rewrites this paragraph; the
date of 1925 is changed to “between, roughly, 1920 and 1940” (146), and his original
references to Max Jacob (145) and Charles Péguy (147) are substituted with a surprising
new reference to the French writer, Paul Morand (146). In a more extreme example of
literal linguistic loss, Green then omits the following paragraph from the English
translation of his text: “À cette époque, j’écrivais moi-même mon premier livre… il était
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To cite only a few examples, a “demi-bouteille” [half-bottle] (157) is translated as a
“quart of wine” (154), “par en avoir raison” [by being right] (161) is translated as “get the
better of them” (160), and “du langage” [of the language] (163) is translated as “the
French language” (162).
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difficile de vivre à Paris et de ne pas tomber tôt ou tard sur quelques-uns des écrivains les
plus en vue” (147).
While the original French passage compares and contrasts general literary
trends to Green’s own experience as a writer, the English translation of this portion of the
text displays a more impersonal tone by focusing on the general French literary trends of
this time. By including a footnote at the bottom of the page, Green acknowledges this
significant use of omission and revision in self-translation and asserts that the differences
resulting from these two paragraphs are due to the fact that “les explications nécessaires
pour les étudiants américains auraient semblé didactiques à des Européens” [the
explanations required for American students would have seemed didactic to Europeans].
For attentive bilingual readers, then, Green’s self-translation appears to be carefully
tailored to the general cultural knowledge and sensibilities of American university
students. Here, Green once again significantly adapts his text to the linguistic and literary
sensibilities of his target language readers. The radical discrepancies between these
paragraphs continue to highlight Green’s original, creative, and bicultural approach to
self-translation, and they are further important examples of his frequent and liberal use of
“translative loss” and rewriting.
Elsewhere throughout his English translation, Green makes other
substantial omissions from his original French essay. For instance, the sentence “Voilà
tout Renan qui, malgré son arthrose et son obésité, gardait le cœur léger et montrait aux
autres un visage heureux” [That’s Renan who, in spite of his arthritis and obesity, kept a
light heart and displayed a happy face to others] (151) is cut from Green’s corresponding
English version of the text. Additionally, Green fails to present a translation of Alphonse
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Daudet’s comment from his original French text: ‘“Odeur pas désagréable d’ailleurs’,
ajoutait le pince-sans-rire” [Not an unpleasant odor, by the way, added the deadpan
comic] (155). Similarly, Green rewrites his original observation that Daudet’s writings
were “indispensables pour quiconque désire se former une véritable idée de ce qu’était le
Paris littéraire et artistique entre 1890 et 1920” (155) as “indispensable to anyone who
wishes to form an accurate idea of what literary Paris was like between 1890 and 1920”
in English (154), thus removing two words, “et artistique,” from his original French text.
Next, Green removes the phrase “comme sa mère” [like his mother] (156) while
describing Alphonse Daudet’s mistrust of “almost any kind of political activity,” and
later fails to present an English translation of the phrase “sans prétention” [unpretentious]
(158). Perhaps more remarkably, however, Green omits approximately five lines of text
from his original French essay:
Lucien avait écrit un roman de mœurs, bien sûr celles qu’on appelait les
mauvaises, un roman à clef comme les livres de Proust, mais à sa mort la
femme qu’il avait épousée brûla tous ces papiers indignes. Il m’en avait
fait lire certaines pages et je ne pense pas qu’il eût éclipsé la gloire de son
grand ami… [Lucien had written a novel about habits, about the bad ones
of course, a roman à clef like Proust’s books. When he died, his wife
burned all of his unworthy papers. He had me read certain pages of them,
and I don’t think that he would have eclipsed the glory of his great
friend…] (159).
Oddly enough, in the English version of his text, Green does not provide a
translation of this passage. Such a dramatic omission in translation presents French,
English, and bilingual readers with two very different versions of the same text.
Nevertheless, it also offers bilingual and monolingual English-speaking readers a more
culturally accessible and linguistically comprehensible version of the essay in English.
Whereas “Quelques ombres…” appears to offer Green’s readers more personal
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anecdotes, digressions, and specific references in French, “Writers I Have Known”
possesses a number of reworded synonyms, shortened passages, and contextual
specifications that reinforce the general readability of Green’s translation. Furthermore,
these translative techniques enhance the general aesthetic and literary flow of Green’s
writing in English. Where Green writes expressions such as “finiront bien par en avoir
raison” (161) in French, he uses familiar American idiomatic expressions such as “get the
better of them” (160) in English. Likewise, the French phrase “garder le silence” [keep
quiet] (173) is translated into the common English expression “hold his peace” (172). In
these and other examples, non-literal instances of revision and “translative loss” continue
to act as creative and effective vehicles for semantic, linguistic, and structural refinement
in self-translation.
“Where Do Novels Come From?” / “D’où viennent les romans” is a third
essay from L’homme et son ombre (1991) that demonstrates other key instances of
“translative loss” and rewriting in self-translation. Originally written and presented in
English in 1941 as a conference speech at Goucher College in Baltimore, Maryland,
“Where Do Novels Come From?” was translated nine years later into French by the
author and presented in 1950 at the University of Louvain in Louvain, Belgium (Green,
L’homme et son ombre 258). A shorter essay than “Writers I Have Known,” “Where Do
Novels Come From?” / “D’où viennent les romans” presents, as its title suggests, Green’s
philosophical reflections and interrogation of the origin of novels.
In “Where Do Novels Come From?,” Green alternates between providing
several close, exacting, literal self-translations, and other more prominent visible
instances of rewriting and omission in translation. Whereas Green’s French title, “D’où
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viennent les romans?” is a very literal interpretation of his original English title, there are
important moments throughout this translated target text in which other passages are
shortened considerably and/or completely rewritten in French. For instance, on the first
page of the English version of the essay, Green writes, “You can be totally and absolutely
ignorant of the subject in question, and candidly admit it. Or you can be ignorant and
pretend you know, which is tiresome for all concerned” (50). In the translated version of
the text, Green deletes the first sentence of this passage and presents a slightly reworded
observation in French: “On peut être ignorant, mais faire le malin et prétendre savoir, ce
qui est fort ennuyeux pour les autres” [You can be ignorant, but try to be clever and claim
to know, which is tiresome for others] (51). In this example, Green adds the phrase “faire
le malin” [be clever] to his French translation, and he rewrites the original English phrase
“which is tiresome for all concerned” as “ce qui est fort ennuyeux pour les autres” [which
is tiresome for others] in French. In this case, the French translation of this portion of the
text once again presents a liberal use of omission that is accompanied by a highly
modified, non-literal interpretation of the original English version of “Where Do Novels
Come From?”
Elsewhere throughout “D’où viennent les romans?”, Green makes
noticeable revisions and omissions. For instance, in English, he mentions the fact that he
once saw a play by “the French author” Lenormand (52). However, in his corresponding
French translation, he only mentions seeing a play “de Lenormand” [by Lenormand] (53),
choosing to omit the evident fact that Lenormand was a French playwright. Later in the
text, Green offers his French-speaking readers another effectively revised translation by
rewriting the phrase “…of the school to which Zola belonged” (56) as “…de l’école
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réaliste” [of the realist school] (57). Once again, this French translation is exemplary of
Green’s bi-cultural attentiveness to detail as well as of his frequent and ubiquitous
practice of rewriting in translation. In this example of translative rewriting, it appears that
while the author believes his American audience is able to recognize and appreciate the
literary school associated with the name of Zola, he believes that his French-speaking
audience is more responsive and attuned to the general defining qualities of literary
realism. As a bi-culturally sensitive writer, Green once again demonstrates a heightened
sense of linguistic clarity, cohesion, and contextual specification in both English and
French. This quality, in turn, improves the general structural, linguistic, and semantic
presentation of both versions of the text. Although “translative loss” is slightly less
prevalent in “Where Do Novels Come From?” / “D’où viennent les romans” compared to
“Quelques ombres…” / “Writers I Have Known,” Jeunes Années / When I was small, and
“Paris” / “On Paris,” Green nevertheless continues to demonstrate a strong tendency to
use “translative loss” as a vehicle for creative rewriting and linguistic and structural
refinement in translation.
THEATRICAL REVISION AND OMISSION IN SOUTH
In addition to writing novels, essays, and short stories, Green also wrote
several plays, including Sud (1953) / South (1959), L’Ennemi (1954), L’Ombre (1956),
Demain n’existe pas (1985), L’Automate (1979), and L’Étudiant roux (1993). Only one
of these plays, Sud (1953), was self-translated into English, and unlike the majority of the
bilingual texts presented in Le langage et son double and L’homme et son ombre, Sud did
not follow a linear linguistic trajectory. Rather, while the first two scenes of Sud were
written in English, Green switched languages and continued writing the remainder of his
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play in French. Following the completion of Sud in French, Green then self-translated his
work into English as South (1959) with the help of his sister, Anne (Green, Sud 21).33
Green’s relative timidity in and reticence toward translating his own work can perhaps be
attributed to the fact that, unlike his sisters, he was raised by a French nanny and
experienced significant difficulties speaking and writing in English as a child. In an essay
entitled “An Experiment in English,” from Le langage et son double, Green explains,
My pronunciation was dreadful and drew deep sighs from my mother who
couldn’t bear the thought that her son dropped his aitches like a foreigner.
Spelling too was the cause of much grief to both of us. This was all the
stranger since my sisters learned English with comparative ease; but
French was my language, decidedly (184).
This early sense of discomfort with the English language would perhaps
explain why Green decided to self-translate relatively few of his literary texts into
English as compared to other self-translators like Samuel Beckett. Unlike his sisters, and
particularly Anne Green, Julien struggled to learn and master his mother’s native
language. In another autobiographical essay from Le langage et son double, entitled “My
First Book in English,” Green adds, “It took me years of hard work to finally enter into
what might be called the universe of the English tongue and to appreciate its poetic
quality” (238).
Regarding the plot and setting of Sud, Green’s original French play is set
on a southern plantation near Charleston, South Carolina a few hours before the outbreak
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In the Introduction to Sud, Pascal Aquien notes that South was a collaborative
translation between Julien and Anne Green with the exception of the first two scenes of
the play and one scene from the third act, which Julien had already written in English. As
compared to her brother, Anne Green was an established translator in her own right.
Some of her translations include A Certain Smile by Françoise Sagan and Basic Verities:
Prose and Poetry by Charles Peguy (co-translated with Julien Green), along with other
works by her brother.
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of the Civil War. This play presents the homoerotic and tragic story of a young PolishAmerican officer officer named Jan Wicziewsky who falls hopelessly in love with a 20year-old southerner named Eric MacClure. Although the play’s protagonist falsely
professes his love to a young girl named Angelina, during a later confessional encounter
with Eric, Jan attempts to reveal his amorous feelings to the true object of his affection.
Stricken by cowardice, however, Jan is unable to reveal his feelings to Eric. In an unusual
turn of events, Jan challenges Eric to a deadly duel, offers himself as a victim to him, and
is killed during the fight.
Green was not initially interested in writing a play, but due to the
persistent requests of his friend, the French theater director Louis Jouvet, he decided to
begin writing Sud in 1950. In a later interview with the French literary periodical La
Revue française, Green admits that although he first started writing his narrative as a
novel, he eventually acquiesced to Jouvet’s demands to transform his work into a
theatrical production. In this same interview, Green confesses that he composed Sud
“parce que c’était le sujet que je portais alors en moi” [because it was, at the time, the
subject I carried within myself], suggesting that he harbored an intense desire to
dramatize what could have been his own personal struggle with homosexuality and
devout spirituality. In the 1972 Preface to his play, Green adds that Sud was essentially
“une exploration dans une Amérique qui n’existe plus” [an exploration of an America
that no longer exists] (48), and that it was inspired by the numerous stories and anecdotes
his parents told him about the South.
Green’s indecisiveness regarding the “langue de départ” [original
language] of Sud / South is mirrored by the dramatic discrepancies that appear throughout

147
the French and English versions of his play. Indeed, from the opening list of characters
described in both versions of this work, the bilingual reader perceives significant
differences between the names of Green’s characters. In Sud, for example, the protagonist
of the play is named Ian Wiczewski (53). Yet, in the corresponding English list of
characters in South, Green translates this Polish name as Jan Wicziewsky (52). Likewise,
the name Erik Mac Clure, which is introduced in the original French list of characters, is
translated into English as Eric MacClure. In addition, the familiar French name Édouard
listed in Sud (53) is translated into the English name Edward in South (52). Finally, Mrs.
Riolleau and Miss Riolleau (53) are renamed Mrs. Priolleau and Miss Priolleau in the
English version of the play.
Regarding some of the more remarkable disparities that occur between the
French and English versions of the play, French critic Pascal Aquien notes that “…le
texte anglais a parfois été légèrement modifié pour assurer des transitions plus naturelles
entre deux passages et, dans quelques cas, les indications scéniques ont été réécrites…”
[The English text was sometimes modified slightly to ensure more natural transitions
between two passages, and in several cases, the stage directions were rewritten…] (23).
Although Aquien is correct to indicate that Green’s revisions produce more fluid
transitions between passages while offering bilingual readers a number of noticeably
revised stage directions in English, he is perhaps underplaying the magnitude of revision
and omission that is made by Green in translation.
In fact, from the very beginning of Act 1, Scene I of South (1959), Green
omits and rewrites numerous words, phrases, and sentences in English. Whereas more
subtle instances of translative revision include phrases and sentences such as “Et de quoi
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diable…” [and what the devil…] (translated in South as “And what the dickens…” [60])
and “Oui, mademoiselle” [Yes, miss] (translated as “Yes, Miss Regina” [60]), as well as
“On saura vous persuader” [We will know how to persuade you] (67), which is translated
into English as “Means will be found to convince you” (66), elsewhere, certain segments
of the dialogue are simply removed from the English version of the play. For example,
two sentences from Regina’s dialogue (65) are missing from Green’s corresponding
English translation (64). In this section of the play, Regina expresses her fondness for the
North, her desire to return home, and her aversion to living on a plantation in the south.
In the original French version of the play, Regina declares:
Que l’étrangère fasse ce qu’elle veut, qu’elle soit unitarienne, comme M.
Emerson, le philosophe. Ne me dites donc pas que vous êtes sous mon toit
et que je ne peux vous parler comme il me plaît [Let the foreigner do what
she wants, let her be Unitarian, like Mr. Emerson, the philosopher. So
don’t tell me you are under my roof and that I can’t speak to you as I
please] (65).
Yet, in South (1959), these two sentences are omitted from Regina’s
dialogue. By comparing both versions of this section of the text, however, the bilingual
reader can easily see how Green’s omissions do not negatively affect the overall
meaning, plot, and intrigue of the play. In fact, this portion of the dialogue appears
somewhat superfluous since, following this omission, Ian / Jan states that like him,
Regina comes “from somewhere else” (64), and Regina describes her love for the snow
in the north. Evidently, this omitted portion of Regina’s dialogue is unrelated to Ian’s
comment about being foreign and Regina’s fondness for the snow. “Translative loss”
once again functions here as an essential vehicle for figurative net gain in the form of
linguistic, structural, and semantic refinement in translation.
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Throughout Act I of South, a number of other long and substantial
passages are removed in translation. In fact, twenty-five lines of dialogue among Édouard
Broderick, Mrs. Strong, and Ian (81-83) are omitted from the English version of the play.
Elsewhere, fourteen lines of dialogue among Édouard Broderick, Regina, Mrs. Strong,
and Ian (85) are removed in translation, followed by approximately 25 lines of dialogue
(89). The first part of one original French passage presents a conversation between
Édouard Broderick, Mrs. Strong, and Regina (89). In this section of the play, Édouard
and Mrs. Strong present Regina with a brief synopsis of the history and current state of
slavery in the south. While Édouard explains that a southern movement exists in favor of
liberating slaves, Mrs. Strong reminds her that the northern states introduced slavery to
America. Addressing Regina directly, Mrs. Strong declares that the north is really “jaloux
de la prospérité du Sud” [jealous of the south’s prosperity] and that it “veux notre ruine”
[wants to see our demise]. Following these assertions, Édouard notes how the
constitutional “désir des États du Sud de se gouverner comme ils l’entendent” [desire of
the southern states to govern themselves as they please] (89) remains at the heart of the
call for civil war. In South, however, this section of the dialogue is omitted altogether.
Bilingual readers are therefore left wondering if Jean Mercure encouraged Green to
remove this portion of the text or if Green considered this historical information to be
superfluous to American readers.
Considerable differences also exist between the stage directions in the
French and English versions of the play. For instance, in Act I, Scene III of Sud (1953),
one segment of Green’s stage directions, which are written in italics throughout both
versions of his play, are presented in French as “Wiczewski s’incline. Silence assez
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prolongé” [Wiczewski bows. Prolonged silence] (99), yet in his corresponding English
translation, Green reduces these instructions to the simple phrase “A pause” (98).
Similarly, in scenes 4 and 5 of Act I of Sud, a variety of other stage directions are either
cut or edited in translation. For instance, the French stage directions given to the
“négrillon” (a word that is translated as the “colored child” in South) and the phrase “il se
débat un peu” [he struggles a bit] (101) are omitted from Green’s corresponding English
translation (100). Additionally, toward the end of Act I, Scene IV of South (110), Green
fails to translate the stage directions he gives to Édouard Broderick in Sud: “après une
hésitation” [after hesitating] (111). Moreover, Uncle John and Regina’s stage directions
(111) are removed entirely from the corresponding English translation of the play: “On
entend un bruit de pas. Uncle John se penche un peu en avant dans l’attitude de
quelqu’un qui écoute” [We hear the noise of footsteps. Uncle John leans a bit forward in
the manner of someone who is listening] (110). Rather than re-inserting all of his original
French stage directions into South, Green revises, reduces, and/or completely removes
them in English. With fewer stage directions in English, Green appears to offer the
director of the English version of his play more performative liberties to direct his actors.
These revisions, though relatively subtle in the first act of the play, thus enhance the
general dramatic flow and rhythm of the dialogue of South. Hence, “translative loss,” in
the sense of literal, visible omission, continues to offer an essential net gain of structural,
linguistic, and semantic refinement.
In Act I, Scene 5 of South (1959), Green continues to make other
significant omissions and revisions to his original French stage directions. For example,
in South, Green removes the first sentence of his directions from Sud: “Regina reste seule
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et regarde autour d’elle” [Regina remains alone and looks around her] (112). Then,
Green presents a very different, non-literal translation of his original French instructions.
In French, Green writes, “Le lieutenant Wiczewski avance d’un pas et dit très
doucement :” [Lieutenant Wiczewski advances one step and says very softly:] (131).
Green’s English translation, however, appears in the following manner: “With his cane,
Lieutenant Wicziewsky flicks a book off the table and goes out. Angelina gives a little
shriek” (128). In these examples, Green either removes his original stage instructions
(thereby offering the director and actors more linguistic freedom in translation) or
provides his actors with more specific instructions in English. In this example, whereas
Lieutenant Wiczewski advances and then speaks softly in the French version of the play,
in the English version of the text, Lieutenant Veechefsky is told to knock a book off of a
table with his cane and then leave the room, and Angelina is told to shriek in front of the
audience.
Overall, these revised stage directions produce a very different effect on
the bilingual spectator/reader, and the dialogue that follows both versions of the text is
modified to compensate for these disparities. The original French version of Act I appears
to be longer and more protracted than Green’s corresponding English translation of the
play. Ultimately, by removing, reducing, and modifying many of his own French stage
directions in translation, Green is able to construct a more cohesive, concise, and
dramatically effective play for his readers in English. As Pascal Aquien observes in the
Introduction to Sud, these omissions are strategically planned, since they allow Green to
avoid presenting what his French director considered to be long, monotonous, and
redundant sections of the dialogue (23).
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Like Act I, Act II of South (1959) is dramatically different from Green’s
original French play, Sud (1953). Throughout Act II of South, Green continues to
alternate between using various forms of rewriting and omission in translation to create a
more linguistically, semantically, and structurally cohesive play in English. For example,
at one point, Green cuts one line of stage directions and six lines of dialogue from Sud
(152). In the French version of the play, Édouard Broderick tells Erik Mac Clure that he
is relieved to hear war may not occur between the north and south. In response, Mac
Clure replies, “Ne croyez pas trop les alarmistes. Vous savez, que le mot d’ordre du Nord
est de nous laisser ‘partir en paix’ si nous voulons nous séparer de l’Union” [Don’t
believe the alarmists too much. You know that the North’s slogan is to let us ‘leave in
peace’ if we want to separate ourselves from the Union] (153). In this passage, Green
once again offers his French-speaking readers new historical information relating to the
civil war by making a specific reference to the Northern states’ slogan (‘“partir en
paix’”). Nevertheless, this information is not necessarily pertinent or essential to the plot
of the narrative, and in this case, it appears to deflect from the main action and intrigue of
the play, which is centered on Ian and Erik. Hence, while this information may be
insightful for French-speaking readers, it is somewhat nonessential for American readers
who are apt to possess a stronger familiarity with the historical slogans and specificities
of the American civil war. Green therefore makes the judicious translative decision to
remove this portion of the dialogue from South.
Elsewhere throughout Act II of South (1959), Green presents other
significantly revised phrases, sentences, and passages in translation. For instance, Erik
Mac Clure’s remark to Édouard Broderick concerning the sale of his family plantation,
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“C’est en effet de cela que je voulais vous parler. Nous l’avons vendue la semaine
dernière” [That’s exactly what I wanted to talk to you about. We sold it last week] (155)
is shortened and translated into English as “Exactly. We sold it last week” (154). Here,
Green transforms a relatively long, prolix statement in French into a more direct and
concise one-word response in English: “Exactly.” Additionally, and further in Sud,
Édouard Broderick addresses Erik Mac Clure with four sentences in French (159), while
in the corresponding English translation of South, this segment of the dialogue is reduced
to two sentences (156). In French, Green writes:
Édouard Broderick : Il y a beaucoup de laisser-aller de part et d’autre.
Nous ne sommes pas en guerre. Je n’ai aucune raison de penser que le
lieutenant Wiczewski m’ait dit un mensonge. Du reste, il doit retourner à
son poste demain matin. [Édouard Broderick : There’s a lot of laxity on
both sides. We aren’t at war. I have no reason to think that lieutenant
Wiczewski lied to me. Anyway, he must return to his post tomorrow
morning] (159).
In English, however, Green translates Edward Broderick’s dialogue into
the following shortened passage: “Edward Broderick: There’s a great deal of free-andeasiness on both sides. Anyway, he returns to his post tomorrow morning” (156). In the
English version of the text, Broderick fails to tell the English spectator/reader that the
south is not yet at war and that he does not believe lieutenant Wiczewski lied to him. In
spite of this revision, however, the inherent focus of Broderick’s commentary is, for the
most part, preserved in translation. The text is carefully rewritten in self-translation with
a more direct focus on the present and future events of the play.
In the third and final act of Sud (1953), Green continues to make other
important omissions and revisions in self-translation. During one segment of the French
version of his play, for instance, he removes approximately twelve lines of dialogue
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involving Mrs. Priolleau, Mrs. Strong, and Edward Broderick (216). In the French
version of the dialogue, Mrs. Riolleau discusses her optimism regarding the war and the
advantageous strength of the southern troops. In this scene, Mrs. Strong tells Mrs.
Riolleau that she has “de bons yeux” [good eyes], and Mrs. Riolleau tells Édouard
Broderick that he is a defeatist who does not believe in the southern cause (217).
Although this portion of the dialogue presents the French-speaking reader/spectator with
additional information regarding the specific nature and character of the actors, it does
little to accentuate the general intrigue, action, and denouement of the play. Indeed, this
excerpt is somewhat slow and monotonous, and it seems logical that Green’s French
director would have encouraged him to remove it in translation. Once again, this strategic
choice of translative omission helps to reinforce the general structure, flow, and
performance of the play.
Further in South (1959), Green removes approximately twenty-two lines
of French dialogue from his English translation (222). In the original French portion of
the text, Erik Mac Clure and Ian discuss Ian’s unhappiness, which is, unbeknownst to
Erik, influenced by Ian’s secret love and desire for Mac Clure. In this homoerotic scene,
Erik asks Ian to confide in him and to reveal the true source of his misery. In reply, Ian
tells Erik that he cannot confide in him and that they are not “de la même race
d’hommes” [from the same race of men] (223). This seemingly ambiguous declaration
offers two possible interpretations for the reader/spectator: first (in a more literal sense),
that Ian is Polish, and not American like Erik, but also, in a more metaphorical sense, that
Ian is not from the same “race” as Erik since he is a homosexual man. With this subtle
yet highly suggestive confession, readers and theatergoers are able to infer that Ian is
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professing his own unique “foreign” sexual orientation to Erik Mac Clure. As Pascal
Aquien notes, several of the original French passages omitted from the English version of
the play “rendaient plus manifeste l’attrait amoureux du lieutenant pour le jeune homme
[Mac Clure]” [made the attraction of the lieutenant for the young man more evident] (23).
In this specific instance of revision and omission, then, it appears that Green employs
“translative loss” within the English-language version of his play in order to conceal, or
at least to partially disguise, Jan’s homosexual and amorous feelings for Eric. Hence,
Green continues to revise his text in order to cater to the specific semantic, linguistic, and
cultural sensibilities of his target language audience. A radically new and original text is
once again (re-)created in English.
Throughout Act III of South (1959), Green offers a variety of other
rewritten translations. For instance, “Que dit-il, votre verset ?” [What does your verse
say?] (219) is translated into the more idiomatically accessible English phrase, “Let’s
have your verse” (218). Following this revision, Green replaces another French
expression from Sud (243) with a more accessible, non-literal American idiom in South
(242). Here, the French idiom “Il ne faut pas faire le lit de la mariée avant les
épousailles” [You can’t make the bride’s bed before the wedding] (243) is astutely
rewritten in English as “Better not count your chickens before they’re hatched” (242).
This translation is yet another example of Green’s consistently perceptive bi-cultural and
linguistic idiomatic sensibilities in both French and English. Ultimately, South represents
one of Green’s most substantial and dramatic works of “translative loss” and rewriting in
self-translation, as it highlights the many ways in which omission and revision work to
creatively transform a text into a new work of fiction that is rendered more culturally,
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semantically, and linguistically accessible to its target audience. Similar to Samuel
Beckett’s self-translation of Waiting for Godot, Green’s translative approach to Sud was
heavily informed by practical and pragmatic directorial cues, visible omissions, and
culturally oriented instances of rewriting. If “translative loss” produces a net gain of
linguistic, semantic, and structural refinement while creating a new and original selftranslated text, Sud / South represents one of Green’s most dramatic works of literal loss
and figurative gain in self-translation.
A CASE OF NON-AUTHORIAL TRANSLATION: MONT-CINÈRE / AVARICE
HOUSE
Unlike Green’s self-translated bilingual work, Mont-Cinère (1926), which
was translated into English as Avarice House by Marshall A. Best in 1927, is exemplary
of the ways in which a non-authorial translator tends to adhere to a more faithful and
literal interpretation of an original source text than an author who translates his or her
own work. Although Best’s English translation of Green’s title is more closely tied to the
general theme and plot of Mont-Cinère34 and not to the inherent, literal meaning of the
French title, this is one of the few instances in which Best chooses a highly non-literal
translation of Green’s original writing. A series of randomly selected passages from both
versions of this novel will therefore serve to support the contention that non-authorial
translators typically avoid engaging in a liberal and unrestrained use of “translative loss”
and rewriting in translation. Consequently, they tend to produce a translation that more
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In the Introduction to Avarice House, Tom McGonigle includes a quote in which Green
claims his original French title, Mont-Cinère, came from the name of a volcanic lake
located in Besse-en-Chandesse (iv).
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readily conforms to the general linguistic, semantic, and structural appearance of an
original source text.
A dark, neo-Gothic novel set in the southern United States, Mont-Cinère /
Avarice House presents the story of Emily Fletcher, a young teenager who is subjected to
the unrelenting demands of her stingy and cowardly mother, Kate Fletcher. Residing in
“Ashley House,” Mrs. Fletcher’s large, poorly heated home in Fauquier County, Virginia,
Emily is given a number of undesirable chores such as firing her mother’s servants and
borrowing a carriage from their neighbors, the Stevenses, to attend a yard sale in
Wilmington, Virginia. Following the advice of her grandmother, Mrs. Elliot, Emily
accepts a job at the Community House of a Methodist Church in Glencoe and then
marries her neighbor’s son, Frank Stevens, in order to secure her inheritance of her
mother’s estate. Despite these efforts, however, and despite Mrs. Fletcher’s eventual
coerced departure from her home, the novel ends with the untimely destruction of Ashley
House in a fire.
In a side-by-side comparison of the English and French versions of the
novel, the bilingual reader encounters a plethora of close, literal interpretations. For
example, in the opening pages of the novel, Green’s original French sentence “Emily se
taisait” (13) (“Emily became quiet” or “Emily was silent”) is translated into English by
Best as, “Emily was silent” (1). Similarly, “les lèvres minces paraissaient collées aux
dents” [the thin lips seemed glued to the teeth] (13) is translated as “the thin lips seemed
glued to the teeth” (1), and “Emily saisit l’angle de la table et se retourna brusquement”
[Emily grasped the edge of the table and turned round sharply] (15) is translated into
English as “Emily grasped the edge of the table and looked round sharply” (3). In these
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examples, among others, Best maintains a predominant sense of literalness and
translative fidelity to Green’s original French narrative. In comparing longer sentences
and passages from these two texts, bilingual readers continue to perceive a strong sense
of linguistic, semantic, and structural mimesis. For instance, in Mont-Cinère, Green
presents the following passage:
Au bout de quelque temps, Mrs. Fletcher releva la tête et posa son
ouvrage. Ses yeux noirs papillotèrent en essayant de se fixer sur la fenêtre.
Elle écouta un instant le bruit monotone du fauteuil sur le plancher, puis
elle appela sa fille [After a while, Mrs. Fletcher looked up and put her
work down. Her black eyes blinked while trying to look at the window.
She listened a moment to the dull sound of the rocker on the floor, then
she called her daughter] (15).
Similarly, in Avarice House, Best translates this segment into the following three
sentences:
After a while Mrs. Fletcher looked up and set her work aside. Her black
eyes blinked when she looked toward the light of the window. She sat
listening a moment to the dull sound of the rocker on the floor, then called
her daughter (3).
Upon viewing both versions of the text, the bilingual reader quickly
detects a number of close, literal translations. Certain phrases such as “Elle écouta” and
“puis elle appela sa fille” are slightly reworded as “She sat listening” and “then called her
daughter.” Here, Best offers English-speaking readers the same text with several minimal
modifications in translation. His use of rewriting in translation is, therefore, not as
apparent as that of Julien Green, and the text is not transformed into a radically new and
different work of literature.
In a similar manner, Best’s translations of the original French dialogue
bear strong, close similarities to Green’s original source text. While presenting Mrs.
Fletcher’s remark about her servant, Josephine, to her daughter, Emily, Green writes,
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“Elle est jeune et robuste ; elle trouvera vite une occupation au village et ta mère aura
quelques soucis de moins” [She is young and strong; she will quickly find a job in town
and your mother will have less to worry about] (16). Best translates this same remark into
English as, ‘“She’s young and strong; she can easily find a place in town, and your
mother will have that much less to worry about’” (4). Here, in addition to preserving a
major part of Green’s original punctuation (Best includes Green’s initial semicolon, as
well as the essential content, word order, and length of the author’s original sentence in
translation), Best presents a highly literal rendition of Green’s original writing in
translation. In this sense, French phrases such as ‘“Elle est jeune et robuste”’ and ‘“et ta
mère aura quelques soucis de moins”’ are transformed accurately and faithfully into
English as ‘“She is young and strong”’ and ‘“your mother will have that much less to
worry about.”’ Once again, Best works to render the text accessible to English-speaking
readers while closely replicating the general semantic, structural, and linguistic
composition of the narrative.
Further along in the text, Green’s translator continues to adhere to an
admirable sense of literal and semantic interpretation in translation. In chapter five, Green
writes, “Qu’y a-t-il, grand-mère, s’écria-t-elle en la voyant chanceler et laisser retomber
sa tête sur son épaule” [What’s the matter, grandma, she called out seeing her stagger and
drop her head to her shoulder] (53). By comparison, Best offers Green’s Englishspeaking readers the following highly mimetic translation of this portion of the text:
“‘What’s the matter, Grandma?’ she called out, seeing her shiver and drop her head to her
shoulder” (41). Besides the rewritten use of several punctuation marks in this section of
the text, including two commas and one question mark, Best’s English translation once
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again reflects a close, literal rendition of Green’s original writing. In this case, words and
phrases such as “Qu’y a-t-il, grand-mère?,” and “retomber sa tête sur son épaule” are
translated quite accurately into English as “What’s the matter, Grandma?” and “drop her
head to her shoulder.” In this case, “shiver” is presented as the only noticeably modified,
non-literal translation of Green’s original French verb, “chanceler” [stagger].
In a similar manner, the first sentence of Chapter twelve of Avarice House
is nearly identical to Green’s original French narrative in Mont-Cinère (89). Whereas
Green’s original French sentence reads as “Elle demeura quelques minutes l’oreille collée
au vantail de la porte, partagée entre le remords d’abandonner sa grand-mère et la crainte,
en restant avec elle, de s’exposer à une nouvelle explosion de fureur” [She waited for a
few minutes with her ear against the door, torn between remorse at abandoning her
grandmother and the fear, by staying with her, of exposing herself to a new outburst]
(89), Best’s non-authorial translation offers English-speaking readers the following
sentence: “For a few minutes she waited with her ear against the door, torn between
remorse at abandoning her grandmother and the fear of exposing herself to a new
outburst if she stayed with her” (87). In this example, although two phrases of Best’s
sentence are slightly reordered in English (“She waited for a few minutes” is transformed
into the phrase “For a few minutes she waited,” and Green’s original phrase “en restant
avec elle” is moved to the end of his translation), words and expressions such as
“quelques minutes,” “partagée entre le remords,” “d’abandonner sa grand-mère et la
crainte,” and “s’exposer à une nouvelle explosion de fureur” are translated quite
accurately into English as “a few minutes,” “torn between remorse,” “at abandoning her
grandmother and the fear,” and “exposing herself to a new outburst.” While avoiding the
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omission of certain key words, phrases, and sections of Green’s original sentence, Best
once again maintains a very close and faithful interpretation of the original French
narrative of Mont-Cinère.
Elsewhere in the narrative of Avarice House, Best continues to adhere to a
predominant sense of linguistic fidelity in translation. In comparing a portion of Emily
Fletcher’s dialogue from chapter 19 of Mont-Cinère to Avarice House (190), the bilingual
reader is once again struck by the close, literal nature of Best’s translation. In MontCinère, while describing her initial encounter with the minister of Glencoe to her
grandmother, Emily declares:
‘Le Pasteur est parti quelques minutes plus tard. Je crois qu’en tout il n’est
pas resté un quart d’heure. Il semblait pressé. Si vous voulez le voir, je
pourrai lui écrire en votre nom et la prochaine fois qu’il viendra par ici, il
s’arrêtera à Mont-Cinère’ [The minister left a few minutes later. I think
that he did not stay more than a quarter of an hour altogether. He seemed
to be in a hurry. If you want to see him, I can write to him in your name
and the next time he comes this way, he will stop at Mont-Cinère] (174).
By comparison, in Avarice House, Best translates Emily’s dialogue into
the following three sentences:
‘The minister went away a few minutes later. I don’t think he was here
more than a quarter of an hour altogether; he seemed to be in such a hurry.
If you want to see him, I can write to him in your name and the next time
he comes this way he can stop at Ashley House’ (190).
In this example, although Best inserts or replaces several words and
expressions such as “went away,” “here,” “such,” and “Ashley House” in his English
translation, he nevertheless maintains a close level of linguistic fidelity and precision in
translation. Green’s original French phrases and expressions are well replicated by Best’s
English translations: “quelques minutes plus tard” is translated as “a few minutes later,”
“en tout” is transformed accurately into “altogether,” “un quart d’heure” becomes “a
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quarter of an hour,” and “Si vous voulez le voir, je pourrai lui écrire en votre nom” is
translated as “If you want to see him, I can write to him in your name” in English. In this
passage, Best offers a very faithful rendition of Green’s original writing while presenting
his English-speaking readers with a linguistically and culturally refined version of the
text in English. Common French idioms and expressions are maintained by Best’s close
linguistic and semantic interpretation of the story, and Green’s narrative is only
minimally revised in translation.
Best’s highly literal interpretation of Green’s novel is maintained to the
very end of Avarice House. In a side-by-side comparison of one passage from the last
chapter of both versions of the novel, the bilingual reader is offered yet another nearexact translation of Green’s original writing in English:
Un cri d’angoisse s’échappa de sa poitrine. Mont-Cinère brulait. De la
chambre d’Emily des nuages noirs roulaient sur la façade de la maison, et
des flammes gigantesques perçaient la fumée et s’élançaient vers le toit.
[A cry of distress escaped from his chest. Mont-Cinère was burning. From
Emily’s room black clouds rolled over the front of the house, and gigantic
flames broke through the smoke and soared up to the roof] (340).
In English, Best writes:
A cry of horror burst from his throat. Ashley House was burning. From
Emily’s room black clouds of smoke rolled over the front of the building,
shot through with gigantic tongues of flame that flickered up to the roof
(356-357).
Although Best slightly alters the first sentence of this passage to replace
the French adjective “angoisse” with the English adjective “horror” and the French noun
“poitrine” with the English noun “throat,” the general tone, meaning, and structure of this
section of Green’s narrative continues to be well preserved in translation. Moreover,
Best’s English translation of Green’s second sentence is highly literal in both its semantic
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and structural presentation. In spite of the fact that “Mont-Cinère” is once again
translated here as “Ashley House,” Green’s original French verb, “brulait,” is translated
quite literally into English as “was burning.” Next, the syntactic order of Best’s words
and phrases are highly reflective of Green’s original narrative; where Green writes “De la
chambre d’Emily” and “des nuages noirs roulaient sur la façade de la maison,” Best
offers equally identical phrases in his English translation of the text: “From Emily’s
room” and “black clouds of smoke rolled over the front of the building.” In addition, Best
preserves a number of essential descriptions in English, including the following words
and phrases: “des nuages noirs” / “black clouds,” “roulaient sur la façade” / “rolled over
the front,” “perçaient” / “shot through,” and “vers le toit” / “up to the roof.” Evidently,
Best’s keen attention to detail as well as his commitment to translative fidelity and
precision produce a very close and accurate transposition of Mont-Cinère’s original
narrative in English.
Best preserves the essential spirit and letter of Green’s French novel by
introducing only minimal and subtle deviations in translation in order to render the text
more linguistically and culturally accessible to English-speaking readers. An adept, nonauthorial translator, Best avoids omitting numerous words or radically transforming the
semantic and linguistic content of Green’s original French narrative in English. Unlike
Green, who frequently resorts to “translative loss” while maintaining an unabashed
tendency to rewrite his work in translation, Best adheres to a closer and more focused
literal interpretation of his original source text. The non-authorial translation of MontCinère by Marshall A. Best is therefore an excellent example of the ways in which a
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third-party translator tends to present a more precise and faithful interpretation of a
translated, target text than an author/self-translator.
CONCLUSION
As bilingual, self-translated texts, Le langage et son double (1985),
L’homme et son ombre (1991), and Sud (1953) / South (1959) not only demonstrate
Green’s (re-) creative, surprising, and highly non-literal practice of translation, but also
his informed bi-cultural and idiomatic sense of awareness as a bilingual, FrancoAmerican writer. In this sense, and according to French scholar François Durand, Green’s
bilingual oeuvre is reflective of the ways in which the text “s’émancipe, de temps à autre
diverge et diffère du texte dont il provient… Les textes bilingues rendent manifeste…
l’écart entre les langues, mais aussi entre chacune des deux versions et l’intention
première de l’auteur” [emancipates itself, diverges and differs from time to time from its
original source text… the bilingual texts expose the gap between languages, but also
between each of the two versions and the original intention of the author] (Durand 236).
While Le langage et son double and L’homme et son ombre offer subtle degrees of
semantic, syntactical, and phonetic equivalence accompanied by more significant
instances of “translative loss” and figurative gain, Sud / South represents one of Green’s
most pronounced and persistent examples of loss and revision tout court. In selftranslation, Green frequently adopts a different narrative voice that is often characterized
by a new sense of confidence and identity. Whereas, in English, Green frequently
presents the identity of an “American” narrator who is capable of relating to his
Anglophone readers, in French, he habitually alters his identity to appear more distinctly
“French.” Although “translative loss” prompts radical revisions within the self-translated
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versions of these three texts, it also serves to refine and restructure the overall linguistic
clarity, style, and presentation of Green’s original work. “Translative loss” in selftranslation thereby leads to a figurative net gain in the form of linguistic, semantic, and
structural refinement, and ultimately, to the creation of a new and original work of
literature.
The preceding analysis of Marshall A. Best’s English translation of MontCinère demonstrates the extent to which an outside translator tends to adopt a more literal
and faithful approach to translation than a self-translator such as Beckett or Green. Here,
“translative loss” and reduction are minimalized, and the target text is not as dramatically
altered and rewritten in translation. Though Julien Green may still be remembered as a
distinctly “American” (De Rochebouët 24) author in France, he should be remembered,
in a more transnational sense, as a creative and bi-culturally astute French writer and selftranslator. As Green himself once admitted, “…sans être étranger nulle part, partout je
suis double” […without being foreign anywhere, I am double everywhere] (Green,
Souvenirs des jours heureux 323).
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Chapter Four
The Case of Nancy Huston: Self-Translator and Multilingual Maverick
Après cette première expérience pourtant seulement moyennement concluante, je
n’eus de cesse de récidiver car je m’étais aperçue que traduire mes textes me
permettait de les améliorer… [After this first, yet only mildly conclusive
experience, I could not stop doing it again, because I had come to the realization
that I could improve my texts by translating them…].
— Nancy Huston, “Traduttore non è traditore,” Pour une littératuremonde, 157
Traduire, non seulement ce n’est pas trahir, c’est un espoir pour l’humanité
[Translating is not only to not betray, it is a hope for humanity].
— Nancy Huston, “Traduttore non è traditore,” Pour une littératuremonde, 160

Since the publication of her first book, Les variations Goldberg, in 1981,
Nancy Huston has cultivated her reputation as a translingual author in France. Born in
Calgary, Alberta, in Canada on September 16, 1953 to Mary Louise Engels and James
Palmer Huston, Huston spent much of her childhood moving around Canada and the
United States. In fact, during her parents’ relatively brief marriage from 1950 to 1959,
Huston notes that her family moved eighteen times. Due to this frequent and disruptive
displacement, Huston claims that her mother eventually decided to abandon her family in
1959 (Elbadawi, “Nancy Huston”).
The separation of her parents had a significant impact on Huston’s
personal and professional life. In an interview with Soeuf Elbadawi for the Bibliothèque
francophone multimédia of Limoges, Huston stated that this painful event inspired her to
eventually move to France to distance herself from her native language and to avoid
suffering by constructing a new, foreign identity. In this same interview, Huston
explained that if her mother had not abandoned her family, she would not have pursued a
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career as a translingual writer of French literature. It is interesting to note that Huston’s
older brother, Lorne, had a comparable reaction to this turbulent childhood experience
with abandonment and displacement. Like his sister, he spent extensive time learning
French, became an ardent Francophile, and eventually moved to Québec.
While her parents were finalizing their divorce in September of 1959,
Huston’s future German stepmother, Maria, took her stepdaughter to live with her family
for four months in Immareth, Germany (Elbadawi, “Nancy Huston”). In spite of this
initial encounter with linguistic and cultural displacement, Huston admitted that her early
experience living in Germany was highly informative and important, as it allowed her to
find psychological comfort in learning a new language and adopting a different, foreign
identity. In 1968, Huston’s father and stepmother moved to Wilton, New Hampshire,
where Huston graduated from high school in 1972. In that same year, she enrolled at
Sarah Lawrence College in Bronxville, New York. The following year, and with the help
of a scholarship, she left for Paris to study at the École des Hautes Études en Sciences
Sociales (“Nancy Huston”). After finishing her undergraduate studies at Sarah Lawrence
College, she returned to Paris, enrolled full-time at the Université de Paris, and completed
her Master’s thesis on “linguistic taboo”35 under the direction of the famous French
philosopher and semiotician, Roland Barthes (Busby, “Huston, Nancy”). Following the
completion of her Master’s degree, Huston taught English to various civil servants of the
Ministry of Finance, became heavily involved in the French feminist movement of the
1970s (“le Mouvement de Libération des femmes”), and wrote articles for the French
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Huston’s Master’s Thesis was eventually published in France in 1980 as Dire et
interdire : Eléments de jurologie [Saying and Forbidding: A Study of Swearwords].
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feminist reviews and magazines Sorcières, Les Cahiers du Grif, and Histoires d’elles
(Huston and Sebbar 5).
In 1980, shortly following the death of her French mentor, Roland
Barthes, Huston came to the realization that she was now free to abandon her past
preoccupations with criticism and theory to write fiction. No longer concerned with
writing “clever, lucid and theory savvy” texts (Huston, Losing North 36), Huston found a
greater sense of joy in writing “long, free, wild, gorgeous sentences that explored all the
registers of emotion” and in telling stories “wholeheartedly” and “passionately” (Huston,
Losing North 37). During this same year, she began writing her first French novel, Les
Variations Goldberg [The Goldberg Variations], which was published in France by Les
Éditions du Seuil in 1981. In a 2008 interview, Huston made the following insightful
observation about Barthes’ death and about her pivotal decision to switch from writing
theoretical texts to literature: “[Barthes] very much wanted to write a novel, but got stuck
with the names to give his characters. I began my first novel two months after his death in
1980, as though this had freed me to embark on fiction, without a theoretical super-ego
looking over my shoulder” (Feehily, "Biography - Nancy Huston: A view from both
sides").
Between 1981 and 1992, Huston published two other novels that were also
written directly in French: Histoire d’Omaya (1985) [The Story of Omaya], followed by
Trois fois septembre (1989) [Three Times September]. With the publication of her fourth
novel, Plainsong, which was originally written in English, self-translated into French,
and then published in Canada and France in 1993, she made her first public attempt to
return to writing in her native language. This psycholinguistic reconciliation with the

169
English language was not an easy task. As a matter of fact, Huston initially struggled to
find a Canadian and American publisher for the English language version of her novel,
and as a result of this frustrating experience, she decided to self-translate her work into
French. Shortly following the completion of her French-language translation, she
managed to publish her text in 1993 with the French and Canadian publishers Actes Sud
and Leméac. Not only did Huston encounter difficulties publishing the original version of
her novel in America and Canada, but she was also forced to defend the value and
legitimacy of her subsequent French-language publication as a unique and autonomous
work of art.
Even though Cantique des plaines was awarded the Prix littéraire du
Gouverneur général (the Governor General’s Award) as the best Canadian Frenchlanguage novel of 1993, Canadian and French journalists and editors berated Huston’s
book by claiming that it was a mere translation and not an original work of literature. In a
letter to the Canadian Arts Council, Huston retorted by asserting that her self-translation
was a new and original work in its own right rather than a simple translation of her
English text: “…le Cantique des plaines n’est pas qu’une simple traduction de Plainsong
; c’est une deuxième version originelle du même livre” […Cantique des plaines is not
just a simple translation of Plainsong; it’s a second original version of the same book]
(Shread 58). In this assertion, Huston expressed an insightful and important notion about
the re-creative and original nature of the self-translated target text. Although she has
offered little commentary on the residual effects of her initial public experience with selftranslation and linguistic reconciliation, it is important to note that all of her subsequent
works of fiction, with the exception of Limbes / Limbo, have been written directly in

170
French, published in France, and then self-translated into English. This repeated trend of
publication suggests that, following her controversial translative experience with
Cantique des plaines / Plainsong, Huston has made a conscious choice to write her initial
texts in French and then to self-translate them into English.
Today, Nancy Huston is known for being a prolific translingual writer of
French fiction, as well as of a range of essays, plays, and multimedia works. She has
published novels, short stories, essays, and plays that have won a variety of literary
awards in both France and Québec, including the Prix du Gouverneur Général, the grand
prix des Lectrices de Elle, the Prix Louis-Hémon, the Prix Canada-Suisse, the Prix
Goncourt des Lycéens, and the Prix Femina. Although her work is widely celebrated in
France, it continues to be considerably less well recognized in the United States. This is
perhaps due in part to her unusual and experimental style of writing, the often
provocative and political nature of her prose, and her somewhat disorienting use of
multilingual writing. More specifically, in a 2008 interview with the British newspaper
The Independent, Huston explains how the initial rejection of her English-language
translation of Lignes de faille (Fault Lines) by her habitual American publishers may
have had “something to do with the political climate” at the time, considering its
controversial treatment of the War in Iraq (Feehily, "Biography - Nancy Huston: A view
from both sides"). In this same interview, Gerry Feehily observes how Huston’s
preference for “melodramatic conventions” and for an unusual juxtaposition of high-brow
and low-brow culture “might explain why, in France, she is a bestseller, and why in
Britain and America she might be hard to categorise.” It is therefore unsurprising that
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Huston’s novels continue to be read and published on a comparatively smaller scale in
Canada, Great Britain, and the United States.36
Similar to Samuel Beckett’s assiduous practice of self-translation, Huston
has translated much of her own work from French to English and vice-versa,37 almost
immediately upon the completion of her initial manuscripts. Plainsong (1993) / Cantique
des plaines (1993), Instruments des ténèbres (1996) / Instruments of Darkness (1997),
L’empreinte de l’ange (1998) / The Mark of the Angel (1998), and Danse noire (2013) /
Black Dance (2014) are only a few examples of her consistent and diligent devotion to
the art and practice of self-translation. As well as translating her own work, Huston has
also translated the following books by other authors: The Little Book of Atheist Sprituality
by André Comte-Sponville (from French to English), Spectres [Ghosts] by Eva Figes
(from English to French), My Tailor is Rich by Ethel Gorham (from English to French),
Chants de jalousie [Songs of Jealousy] and Un prosateur à New York [A Prose Writer in
New York] by Göran Tunström (from Swedish to French), and Splendeur et misères de la
maternité [The Splendor and Miseries of Maternity] by Jane Lazarre (from English to
French).
In spite of the fact that Huston has openly expressed her aversion to the
task of translation,38 she continues to commit herself to this practice. In fact, in recent
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Some of Huston’s Canadian and American publishers include Harper Collins,
McArthur & Co., Little Brown & Co., Vintage, Grove Press, and Black Cat.
37
As noted above, however, the majority of Huston’s texts have been self-translated from
French to English.
38
In “Traduttore non è traditore” from Pour une littérature-monde, Huston explains,
“Quand les gens me demandent quel effet ça me fait de me traduire moi-même, je
réponds (citant Beckett à nouveau) : ‘L’autotraduction est la seule forme de torture
politique que je connaisse’” [“When people ask me what effect translating myself has, I
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years, she has turned her focus away from non-authorial translation to write and selftranslate her own novels. Some of her more recent French to English self-translations
include Lignes de faille (2006) / Fault Lines (2007), Infrarouge (2010) / Infrared (2012),
and Danse noire (2013) / Black Dance (2014). Similar to Beckett’s diligent and even
simultaneous practice of self-translation, Huston translates her own texts within relatively
short intervals of time.39 This persistent devotion to translating her own work makes her
an excellent case study for analyzing the relationship between “translative loss” and
figurative gain in self-translation.
TRANSLATIVE LOSS AND MULTILINGUALISM WITHIN HUSTON’S
BILINGUAL OEUVRE
As a self-translator, Huston has experimented with varying degrees of
multilingualism, “translative loss,” and rewriting in translation. Limbes / Limbo (1998),
L’empreinte de l’ange (1998), The Mark of the Angel (1999), Danse noire (2013), and
Black Dance (2014) are five works that demonstrate the extent to which Huston has not
only dramatically altered her texts in translation but has also incorporated varying
degrees of multilingual writing into her narratives. Moreover, in studying the evolution of
Huston’s self-translations, it is interesting to note that she integrates fewer instances of
multilingualism into her writing in translation. Whereas “translative loss” has been shown
to be associated with authorial and editorial decisions of omission and rewriting, in

answer (citing Beckett again): ‘Self-translation is the the only form of political torture
that I know of’”] (158).
39
The publication dates of Instruments des ténèbres (1996) / Instruments of Darkness
(1997), L’empreinte de l’ange (1998) / The Mark of the Angel (1998), Prodige (1999) /
Prodigy (2000), and Dolce Agonia (2001 for both the French and English versions)
demonstrate the extent to which Huston’s self-translations tend to be published only
shortly after her original source texts.
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Huston’s case, literal instances of loss are more closely tied to stylistic decisions
involving polyglot writing and semantic refinement in translation. As compared to
Beckett’s and Green’s bilingual work, Huston’s self-translated texts offer a varying net
“gain” of linguistic accessibility in the sense that they present a progressively moderate
and coherent level of multilingualism to her monolingual and bilingual readers. By
comparison, Huston’s non-authorial translation of The Mother Knot, by Jane Lazarre,
demonstrates a comparatively negligible use of multilingualism, “translative loss,” and
rewriting in translation. Huston’s highly faithful and literal translation of Lazarre’s text
thus re-confirms the observation that third party translators adopt more literal and
exacting interpretations of their texts while taking fewer linguistic and semantic liberties
in translation than self-translators.
While Limbes / Limbo contains an unusual form of bilingual writing and
self-translation in which “translative loss” works to dramatically refine and rewrite the
text, L’empreinte de l’ange and Huston’s corresponding English self-translation, The
Mark of the Angel, present two predominately monolingual narratives characterized by
relatively moderate levels of multilingualism. Here, a more subdued level of
multilingualism in translation serves to facilitate the bilingual and monolingual reader’s
ability to comprehend the text. More specifically, and in the case of L’empreinte de
l’ange and The Mark of the Angel, “translative loss” works to adapt the translated target
text to the appropriate idiomatic, lexical, and semantic sensibilities of English-speaking
readers while rendering the text more linguistically accessible to target readers in
translation. Finally, whereas Danse noire possesses complex alternating narratives that
contain a range of intra-textual self-translations and multilingual dialogues, Black Dance,
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Huston’s English language translation of Danse noire, contains a more subtle and limited
use of multilingualism in translation. In Black Dance, then, “translative loss” is closely
tied to a reduced level of multilingual writing, as it continues to work to refine the
general linguistic, semantic, and structural presentation of the translated, target text.
Consequently, Black Dance can be viewed as one of Huston’s most heavily refined and
revised works of self-translation, and as a work that exemplifies her desire to continually
adjust and “améliorer” [“improve”] (Michel and Rouard, eds.157) her self-translated
target texts.
What, however, is Huston’s approach to translating the work of other
writers? Are “translative loss” and rewriting equally essential components of her nonauthorial translations? As we have already seen, Huston has occasionally translated the
work of other writers, including one notable feminist autobiographical narrative entitled
The Mother Knot by Jane Lazarre. A close textual analysis of “translative loss” and
rewriting in relation to her non-authorial French-language translation of Lazarre’s work,
Splendeur et misères de la maternité, will therefore serve to re-confirm the assertion that
non-authorial translators maintain a closer level of semantic, structural, and linguistic
fidelity to their original source texts than self-translators.
Whereas Huston’s work as a self-translator shows her to be highly creative
and unfaithful toward her original work, as a non-authorial translator, her translation of
Lazarre’s text demonstrates the extent to which she maintains a more structurally,
semantically, and linguistically precise interpretation of her original source text. Here,
“translative loss,” rewriting, and multilingualism appear as minimalistic components of
Huston’s practice of non-authorial translation. As a non-authorial translator, Huston’s
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translation is more linguistically conservative, faithful, and consistent with the writing of
her original text, The Mother Knot. Huston is not creating a second original version of the
same book, but is rather closely reproducing Lazarre’s writing in a second target
language (French). In opposition to certain critical notions of non-authorial translation as
a form of “rewriting” (Susan Bassnett and André Lefevere ix), this chapter will therefore
continue to demonstrate the more exacting and traditional translative techniques used by
a non-authorial translator (Huston). Furthermore, it will re-examine the extent to which
self-translation should be viewed as a more significant form of creative rewriting in
relation to non-authorial translation and as a mode of writing that is closely refined and
informed by “translative loss.”
Huston’s self-translated oeuvre contrasts strongly to that of Samuel
Beckett and Julien Green. Whereas Beckett and Green focus primarily on bilingual
and/or cultural concerns within the realm of self-translation, Huston often transgresses
the linguistic limits of her own writing by incorporating a variegated range of
multilingual words, sentences, and passages into her bilingual oeuvre. As a matter of fact,
Huston’s varying use of multilingualism in translation often leads readers to question the
value and stakes of her experimental and polyglot style of writing. Indeed, this unusual,
polyglot mode of writing has become an increasingly visible component of her French
fiction since the publication of her first novel, Les variations Goldberg, in 1981, and it is
surprising to see how Huston has progressively suppressed her complex, multilingual
style of writing in self-translation. Whereas Huston’s French novels and essays such as
Instruments des ténèbres, Limbes / Limbo, and Danse noire are exemplary of her initial
preference for multilingualism and linguistic experimentation in French, her English-
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language self-translations of these same texts demonstrate a more subdued form of
multilingualism.
What exactly are the translative benefits and disadvantages of Huston’s
polyglot writing in Limbes / Limbo (1998), L’empreinte de l’ange (1998), The Mark of
the Angel (1999), Danse noire (2013), and Black Dance (2014)? To what extent does
Huston subdue and/or revise her use of multilingualism in translation? And what is the
relationship between “translative loss” and multilingual writing in Huston’s selftranslations? Analyzing the linguistic, semantic, and structural differences between
Huston’s self-translated texts will allow readers to uncover the multilingual threshold for
the general aesthetic and linguistic experience of Huston’s fiction. When used minimally
within the realm of bilingual self-translation, Huston’s presentation of foreign languages
works to complement her narratives, but when used excessively, or as a way to stylize the
text, this multilingualism impedes the reader’s general ability to understand the narrative.
Navigating these interlingual digressions and transgressions will ultimately reveal some
of the linguistic problems and solutions that can be found in Huston’s work.
LINGUISTIC LIMITS AND TRANSGRESSIONS IN LIMBES / LIMBO
What is the nature of Huston’s multilingual writing in her bilingual oeuvre
and how does this style of writing change in translation? In Limbes / Limbo (1998),
Huston presents the reader with a bilingual work of self-translation that is divided into
two parallel-facing English and French narratives. Whereas the English version of the
text is written in italics on the left-hand side of the page, the French version is presented
in standard typeface on the right-hand side of the page. This convenient mimetic structure
allows bilingual readers to alternate successfully between both versions of the text. As

177
Samuel Beckett once stated, “Here form is content, content is form” (Beckett, “Dante…
Bruno. Vico… Joyce” 10), as Huston creates an ideal balance between the narrative
content and structural composition of her work, while presenting engaging and humorous
translations that refine and re-inform both versions of the text. For translation scholars
like Nicola Danby, Limbes / Limbo represents a unique form of “simultaneous bilingual
writing” that “teeters on the edge between bilingual writing and self-translation” (84). As
evidenced by Danby’s study of the original unpublished version of the text, Limbes,
Huston did not write the entirety of her original text in either French or English. Instead,
she originally wrote her essay using simultaneous French and English versions that were
juxtaposed throughout the narrative of the text. Danby explains, “In the published version
(which I will refer to hereafter as the PV), the English and French texts combined in the
original version (OV) are separated, and self-translated to create two complete versions”
(85). It was not until the final 1998 Actes Sud publication of Limbes / Limbo that she
rewrote her work as a bilingual text with alternate-facing English and French narratives.
Written in honor of Beckett’s “practice and life lived in limbo, or in the
space between the two languages,” (85), Limbes / Limbo explores Huston’s own personal
and intimate struggle with language and identity while relating her own experience as a
bilingual writer to that of Samuel Beckett. Although the figurative, cultural, and linguistic
“limbo” that is inherent in this work presents a polarized sense of separation and “space
between” Huston’s linguistic command of French and English, Danby claims that it also
appears, at times, to “demonstrate how Huston’s two languages come together and
bounce off each other in a bilingual voice” (85-86). As a result, Limbes / Limbo’s
“imperfect” translations are, for the bilingual reader, insightfully rewritten and revised
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interpretations of the text. As Jane Elisabeth Wilhelm astutely notes, Limbes / Limbo is a
“…fête des mots ou de la langue en l’honneur du sens et de la (re)création qu’est l’autotraduction” […celebration of words or language in honor of the meaning and (re)creation
that is represented by self-translation] (13).
As an engaging work of self-translation, Limbes / Limbo does not present
rigid translations that cater to a sense of “strict literalism” (Steiner 266), and it is for this
reason, among others, that this bilingual text is crucial for understanding the evolution of
Huston’s use of “translative loss,” multilingual rewriting, and linguistic refinement in her
self-translated oeuvre. With its unique and symmetrical format, Limbes / Limbo allows
the bilingual reader to encounter numerous engaging and innovative examples of
“translative loss” and linguistic re-creation (Wilhelm 12) in which the English and French
narratives appear as radically revised versions of each other. With its frequent use of
bilingual idioms, puns, and analogies and its creative use of interpretive parallel and
restatement (Steiner 266), Limbes / Limbo proves to be a creative bilingual text that
demonstrates Huston’s commitment to rewriting in self-translation. Here, visible
instances of “translative loss” are accompanied by numerous rewritten words, phrases,
and sentences in translation. In this sense, Limbes / Limbo can be viewed as a highly
engaging and refined work of self-translation, especially given the fact that Huston has
“described her self-translation practice as being a helpful editing or ‘quality control’ step”
(Danby 85). As compared to the simultaneous and unified French-English presentation of
her original unpublished text, Limbes, the mimetic and dichotomous bilingual structure of
Limbes / Limbo allows Huston’s bilingual readers to experience her self-translated work
as two unique and original narratives in their own right.

179
As a linguistically provocative work of recreation and rewriting, Limbes /
Limbo frequently reveals interesting problems and solutions within the act of selftranslation. One of the best examples of “translative loss,” discord, and recreation can be
seen in the first two pages of the text: “Get it in Ing-lish. Shoved. Wedged. Lodged in the
language like a bullet in the brain. Undelodgeable. Untranslatable” (6). A significantly
disparate and inexact translation is then presented on the opposite facing page: “¡
Caramba ! Encore raté !” [Rats! Failed again!]. In the French version of this portion of
the text, Huston uses the writer’s supposed inability to translate his or her own work to
illustrate the mental and linguistic difficulties associated with the act of self-translation.
Whereas Huston’s literal and figurative reflection on translative ineptitude and
imprecision is presented clearly in the English portion of the text, the French version of
the narrative expresses the author’s feelings about translation in a very different manner.
Huston uses multilingual writing (“¡ Caramba !”), omission, and rewriting to effectively
reduce and reformulate her text in French. In English, the French portion of the text is
translated as “Rats! Failed again!,” an exasperated and emotional declaration that implies
the ultimate inability of the writer to create a suitable translation of his or her work.
Huston’s multilingual use of the word “¡ Caramba !” serves to emphasize the
translator’s deep sense of exasperation when he or she is confronted with an
“Untranslatable” word. Moreover, the length of each version of the text is noticeably
different; whereas the English version of this section contains eighteen words describing
the actions and feelings often associated with the act of translation, the French version
only presents three words (two in French and one in Spanish) to express the feelings of
translative frustration and helplessness that are often experienced by the author/self-
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translator. Though monolingual readers can easily comprehend the apparent meaning of
these passages as they relate to the extreme difficulties of translation, bilingual readers
are more capable of navigating between the nuanced metaphorical and figurative
techniques that are used by Huston in both of her translations.
Like this first radically rewritten translation, Huston takes many other
linguistic and translative liberties throughout Limbes / Limbo. She prefers to include nonliteral translations of specific cultural references in both of her languages, rather than to
present more precise, literal translations. At one point in the text, for example, Huston
states, “Close the way Miss Muffet is close to the spider” (8). Yet, in her corresponding
French translation, she offers her French-speaking readers a very different cultural
reference to Little Red Riding Hood: “Proche… comme le Petit Chaperon rouge est
proche du loup” [Close… just as Little Red Riding Hood is close to the wolf] (9).
Although “le Petit Chaperon rouge” (Little Red Riding Hood) is a very non-literal
translation of “Miss Muffet,” both versions of the text refer to traditional fairy tales that
present relatively weak female characters who are threatened by animals. Whereas
monolingual English-speaking readers can easily appreciate Huston’s use of analogy in
relation to Miss Muffet, bilingual readers are more easily able to grasp the significant
cultural and linguistic disparities that occur between the French and English translation of
this portion of the text. Although le Petit Chaperon rouge is not a very literal or “faithful”
translation of Miss Muffet, it is a very culturally appropriate substitute for this traditional
English fairy tale figure.
Concerning the presentation of incompatible cultural idioms, towards the
beginning of the narrative, Huston incorporates a series of disparate quotes and colloquial
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expressions into her text. For instance, the English quotes from the American
film/musical Bye Bye Birdie and from Shakespeare’s play Macbeth (“Bye-bye birdie!”
and “Out, out, brief candle!” [12]) are translated into French as “Salut les mecs!”
[Goodbye guys!] (13). These two English phrases are thus combined and shortened in
translation to form one single informal French expression. Following George Steiner’s
assessment of seventeenth century translation theory (which Steiner views as being
“widely useful” and suitable to modern translation theory), this translative transformation
is exemplary of a typical “third class” of translation: “The third class is that of imitation,
recreation, variation, interpretive parallel. It covers a large, diffuse area, extending from
transpositions of the original into a more accessible idiom all the way to the freest,
perhaps only allusive or parodistic echoes” (266). In relation to this and other
translations, then, Huston uses her own familiarity with “translative loss” and recreation
to compose a translation that is located somewhere between Steiner’s notion of an
“allusive” echo and an “accessible idiom.” In fact, these bilingual idioms may be even
more appropriately placed within the context of Walter Benjamin’s spiritual and
philosophic vision of translation: “Translation is removal from one language into another
through a continuum of transformations. Translation passes through continua of
transformation, not abstract areas of identity and similarity” (Benjamin, Reflections:
Essays, Aphorisms, Autobiographical Writings 325). Huston’s translations can therefore
be viewed as a product of continual revision and transformation rather than of adhesion to
more rigid notions of identity and similarity.
Throughout the bilingual published version of Limbes / Limbo, Huston’s
translations frequently digress from other typical cultural, linguistic, and phonetic
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patterns of non-authorial translation. In these instances, Huston includes new words that
she often fails to translate in either her French or English narratives. For example, at one
point, she presents five French words (“Sang, pan, vlan. Clos. Caillot”) (15) as a
translation of the six words that are presented in the English version of the text (“Blood,
black, thump, whump. Shut. Clot”) (14). In this example, in addition to removing the
second word (“black”) in translation, Huston presents a subtle yet interesting series of
incompatible alliterations in both of her languages. As a result, rhythmic sounds like pan,
vlan, clos, and caillot, are rewritten in translation in lieu of the following English
assonant sounds: thump, whump, shut, and clot. Although the semantic meaning of the
text is altered in and through literal omission (i.e. “translative loss”), the structural and
phonetic composition of the text is maintained by Huston’s clever use of rewritten
alliteration and onomatopoeia. These self-translations offer two distinct versions of the
narrative of Limbes / Limbo, and when they are read together, they present a new and
engaging hybrid version of the text.
Elsewhere in the text, Huston offers three French words, “Crac. Oblitérer.
Oublier,” [Crack. Obliterate. Forget] (17) as a translation for four corresponding words in
the English version of the narrative: “Thump. Whump. Obliterate. Oblivion” (16). In this
case, “Obliterate” and “Oblivion” are the only two words that are translated accurately
from English into French. Hence, the French word “Crac” (crack) is omitted from the
English version of the text, and the English words “Thump” and “Whump” are omitted
from the corresponding French version of the text. Although the inherent meaning of the
narrative is dramatically revised in translation, Huston creates a phonetically engaging
and innovative version of the text in both of her languages. Consequently, she constructs
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a new and original version of the text while presenting her bilingual readers with an
asymmetrical series of assonant, rhyming words. In this case, the monosyllabic French
word “crac” is transformed into the monosyllabic rhyming sounds “thump” and
“whump.”
This creative pattern of “loss,” asymmetrical assonance, and disparate
rhyming schemes in translation continues throughout other portions of the text. For
instance, Huston translates the English words “Stopped. Stilled. Stunned. Stone” (18) as
“Stoppé. Sonné. Stupéfié. Ligoté. Etranglé” (19) [Stopped. Knocked out / Stunned.
Stupefied. Tied up. Strangled] in French. In this segment of the text, “Stopped” and
“Stunned” are the only two words that are accurately retained in translation, and Huston
then includes five French words as a translative equivalent for the four words that are
presented in the English version of her narrative. The words “Stoppé. Sonné. Stupéfié.
Ligoté. Etranglé” therefore appear as a creative extension of the text, and not as a literal
translation. Furthermore, by incorporating a new pun, “Sonné,” into the French version of
her text, Huston presents her readers with the ambiguous double image of a person being
struck down and of a bell being rung (“Sonné” can be translated into English either as
“knocked out / stunned” or as “rung”). Whereas Huston’s English presentation of the
narrative only includes four words containing monosyllables, her French text is
composed of five words that contain two syllables per word. In this sense, Huston once
again creates a new and original version of the text by adhering to an asymmetrical
pattern of rhyming that is characterized by and through translative and semantic “loss.”
Furthermore, and with an adept, bilingual command of the French and English languages,
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Huston creates a text that is linguistically and semantically accessible to both
monolingual and bilingual readers.
During other sections of Limbes / Limbo, Huston’s unusual linguistic
transgressions and liberal use of “translative loss” cause dramatic changes to the text that
significantly alter the semantic experience of monolingual and bilingual readers. For
example, Huston inserts five onomatopoeias indicating a repetitive drum-like sound into
her French narrative (“Boum badaboum badaboum boum boum”) (25), which she then
removes from her corresponding English narrative. In this example, among others,
monolingual and bilingual readers are presented with very different versions of the same
text. In this case of translative omission and rewriting, Huston boldly demonstrates her
use of authorial power and creativity in translation while exposing the highly non-literal
nature of her own process of self-translation.
For critic and writer Julio-César Santoyo, “authorial” liberty in translation
is quite common in the self-translated work of bilingual authors, and it is therefore
unsurprising that Huston makes such an extensive use of this creative sense of authority.
Santoyo writes, “[Authorial liberty]… puts its stamp on the translated text, making it a
second original, creating a very particular play of mirrors… and, most importantly,
establishing a dynamic relationship between the original and its specular image” (29). As
opposed to the linguistic and semantic experience of monolingual readers, bilingual
readers are more easily able to navigate between such dramatic and provocative
discrepancies in translation.
Concerning the boundaries of translation and language, in her
autobiographical essay, “The Mask and the Pen,” in Lives in Translation: Bilingual
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Writers on Identity and Creativity, Huston claims, “The problem, of course, is that
languages are not only languages. They are also worldviews—and therefore, to a great
extent, untranslatable… And in a way, if you have more than one worldview, in a sense
you really have none” (66). Given this statement, it seems that certain segments of
Limbes / Limbo’s simultaneous, mirrored translations are also indicative of Huston’s
contrasting, if not slightly confused, worldviews. In other words, Huston’s personal,
bicultural knowledge of France and North America can serve as important points de
repère for understanding certain untranslatable moments within the text. In one such
example, Huston writes “To épater les bourgeois or to give them pause for thought or to
help them pass the time? Lead them down the garden path, the little red lane…” (20). Yet
on the following page of her French-language narrative, she translates this passage as
“S’agit-il d’épater les bourgeois ou de les faire réfléchir ou de les aider à passer le
temps ? Les mener en bateau, par monts et par vaux, tagada, tagada...” (21). Here, Huston
not only fails to translate the statement “[t]o épater les bourgeois” [to shock the
bourgeois] into English, but she also replaces her English expression “[l]ead them down
the garden path” with the more colloquial, non-literal, and idiomatically familiar French
expression “[l]es mener en bateau” [take them for a ride]. Moreover, whereas Huston’s
English text presents the picturesque image of a “little red lane,” her corresponding
French translation substitutes for this phrase the more rapid movement of a horse or
carriage: “par monts et par vaux, tagada, tagada…” [over hill and dale, tagada, tagada]. In
these instances of semantic loss and rewriting in self-translation, Huston evokes disparate
images of scenery to present her bilingual readers with two very different and engaging
narratives. While the French expression “épater les bourgeois” is retained in both
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versions of Limbes / Limbo, suggesting that certain phrases are best left suspended in an
un-translatable state of linguistic limbo, Huston incorporates a distinct new image of a
horse galloping over a series of hills in the French version of her text. The French
onomotapoeia “tagada, tagada,” which not only signifies the galloping sound of a horse
but also parallels Huston’s previous onomotapoeia of “boum badaboum…,” is therefore
used to replace the less tumultuous image of someone who is being led down a garden
path and through a “little red lane.”
In order to maintain a stimulating and engaging level of humor in both
languages, Huston frequently integrates a variety of bilingual puns and double entendres
into the French and English narratives of Limbes / Limbo. For example, while bemusedly
contemplating the “fascistic” nature of language, Huston states, “…it forces you to
specify… What tense. The present is very tense” (34). On the opposite-facing page of the
text, Huston then offers a translation that presents a different, yet equally witty sense of
humor in French: “…elle oblige à dire… Quel temps. (Sale !) Le présent, si vite passé”
[…it forces you to say… What tense / weather (Bad weather!) The present is so quickly
passed]. Although the word “temps” presents French and bilingual readers with a highly
ambiguous meaning (“temps” can be translated into English as “tense,” “weather,” or
“time”), the English pun about the present being “very tense” offers a strong contrast to
its corresponding French pun, “Le présent, si vite passé” (“The present is so quickly
passed”). Here, Huston uses witty double entendres and semantic word play to present
two very different commentaries on the present tense. Whereas bilingual readers are able
to acknowledge the innovative and re-creative nuances of double entendre in both the
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English and French version of the text, monolingual readers are only capable of
appreciating Huston’s unilingual use of wordplay.
Because Huston frequently incorporates foreign (French or English)
words, bilingual jeux de mots, and cross-cultural observations into the French and English
narratives of the text, the monolingual reader encounters occasional difficulties
comprehending the linguistic, intellectual, and cultural nuances of Limbes / Limbo. For
instance, at one point, Huston includes a pun (self-translated in the simultaneous French
and English versions of the narrative) that is specifically addressed to the bilingual
reader: “If you keep on laughing we’ll rip out your spleen. Where exactly is the spleen,
anyhow? I smell a rat” (24). On the following page, she then rewrites her pun as a
different version of bilingual word play in order to re-inform her French text: “Si vous
riez, c’est la rate que l’on arrachera. Où elle est d’ailleurs, la rate ? Il y a un os.” [If you
keep on laughing, we’ll rip out your spleen. By the way, where is the rat? There’s a
hitch]. In this translated portion of the text, the words “rat” and “rate” (which mean “rat”
and “spleen” in French) appear as interesting phonetic (and not semantic) equivalents in
English and French. Furthermore, the words “rat,” “rate,” “spleen,” and “il y a un os” are
used as clever and informative puns that are translated in a literal, idiomatic, and/or
phonetic sense in both bilingual versions of the work. In other words, bilingual readers
are especially aware of the ways in which Huston’s bilingual use of double entendres and
wordplay works to transform and even re-inform her narrative. In this example, Huston’s
final punchlines are constructed by and through her use of “translative loss.” Rather than
present her French-speaking readers with a literal translation of “I smell a rat,” Huston
replaces this final sentence with “Il y a un os” in translation. Although this phrase
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translates literally into English as “There is a bone,” as an idiomatic expression, it can
also be translated as “There is a hitch” in English. When considering both possible
translations of “Il y a un os,” bilingual readers are once again made aware of Huston’s
creative and informative use of punning and wordplay in translation. Although
monolingual French and English-speaking readers can easily appreciate each individual
set of puns, they are unable to recognize the deeper bilingual, intra-textual connection
between the words “spleen,” “rate,” “rat,” and “Il y a un os.” As an astute bi-cultural and
bilingual writer, Huston’s use of rewriting in translation dramatically alters different
readers’ linguistic perceptions of the text.
By experimenting with the typical binary linguistic parameters of
translation, as well as with inevitable moments of “translative loss” and rewriting,
Huston’s self-translations work to challenge her bilingual readers to understand the
deeper cultural, lexical, and semantic intricacies of bilingualism. Moreover, these playful
and intellectually stimulating translations bring Huston’s readers closer to her own
unique conception of Samuel Beckett’s personal experience with self-translation and
linguistic “limbo.” Both monolingual and bilingual readers are able to read Limbes /
Limbo with relative ease; however, bilingual French and English speaking readers are the
only ones who can truly appreciate the text for its full linguistic value in relation to
“translative loss” and figurative and semantic gain.
Limbes / Limbo’s (re-)creative approach to translation is the perfect
example of the ways in which self-translators privilege creativity, “loss,” and rewriting in
translation in order to present their readers with new and original target texts. Fully aware
of the non-literal and inexact art of translation, self-translators such as Huston often
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prefer to dramatically alter their texts in translation rather than to adopt a more precise
interpretation of their original work. Regarding the imperfect nature of translation,
George Steiner notes, “The ideal [translation], never accomplished, is one of total
counterpart or re-petition... No such perfect ‘double’ exists. But the ideal makes explicit
the demand for equity in the hermeneutic process” (318). Even though Huston offers a
selection of highly “imperfect” literal translations within her text, these translations do
not completely undermine the general cultural and aesthetic equity between her English
and French narratives. In this sense, Limbes / Limbo is not only a bilingual work of selftranslation or a parody of Beckett’s lifelong practice of self-translation, but it is also a
bilingual commentary on the act of translation itself, as it frequently vacillates between
the various emotions, actions, consequences, and frustrations associated with translating
one’s own work.
As a bilingual commentary on translation and a comical hommage to
Beckett, Limbes / Limbo is also, as its original unpublished text, Limbes, suggests, a
creative extension of a single, unified narrative. On the elaborative and versatile nature of
self-translation, bilingual writer Raymond Federman notes how the act of self-translation
not only “reassures,” “reasserts,” and “enlightens” the initial content presented in an
original source text, but also how it can occasionally correct any errors that may be
present in the original source text. According to Federman, self-translation “…is no
longer an approximation of the original, nor a duplication, nor a substitute, but truly a
continuation of the work—of the working of the text” (“A Voice within a Voice:
Federman Translating/Translating Federman”). This observation demonstrates yet
another way in which Huston’s self-translation can be assessed. Here, bilingual readers
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can see how, rather than attaining an approximation, a substitute for, or copy of the
original source text, Huston presents her readers with what appear to be enriching
extensions of both versions of the text.
In spite of Limbes / Limbo’s linguistic divagations and varying degrees of
accessibility to monolingual and bilingual readers (the subscript of Huston’s work
specifically indicates that the text is an “Édition bilingue” [Bilingual Edition]), the
simultaneous English and French versions of the text appear as two equally engaging,
creative, and informative narratives. In fact, Huston is often very willing to use her
extreme familiarity with both languages to present translations that reveal equally clever
and insightful instances of intra-lingual (a.k.a. rewording) and inter-lingual translation
(Jakobson 79). As a bilingual commentary on self-translation and “translative loss,”
Limbes / Limbo offers its bilingual readers a stimulating conversation about the very
essence of what it means to be a bilingual writer and reader. Though monolingual French
and English-speaking readers can appreciate the general meaning and purpose of the text
as an homage to Samuel Beckett, bilingual readers are more easily able to understand the
deeper linguistic and semantic intricacies that are expressed in Huston’s work. As Huston
herself once noted, “Bilingualism is an endless source of intellectual stimulation” (De
Courtivron 64). It is therefore unsurprising that Limbes / Limbo is a key example of this
heightened sense of intellectual awareness.
MODERATE MULTILINGUALISM IN L’EMPREINTE DE L’ANGE (1998) AND
THE MARK OF THE ANGEL (1999)
Originally written in French as L’empreinte de l’ange (1998), Huston’s
novel was promptly self-translated into English as The Mark of the Angel and published
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in London with Chatto & Windus in 1999. In 1998, she received the Grand Prix des
Lectrices de Elle for her original French-language novel. Set in Paris between 1957 and
1964, L’empreinte de l’ange / The Mark of the Angel is the story of a young German
émigrée named Saffie who moves to Paris to work as a maid for a professional French
flautist named Raphael Lepage. A talented and emotionally exuberant young man,
Raphael quickly falls in love with his hard-working and timid young employee. Although
Saffie does not love Raphael, she agrees to marry him and eventually gives birth to a son
named Emil. However, as the story progresses, Saffie meets and falls in love with a
Jewish communist from Budapest named András who is also the owner of an instrument
repair shop. A politically polarized couple, both Saffie and András possess disturbing
memories of violence and war in Germany and Hungary in the 1940s and 50s. During
their secret romantic encounters on the Rue du Roi de Sicile, they exchange painful
memories of World War II, the French Resistance, and the Hungarian Revolution of
1956. Moreover, András exposes Saffie to the Parisian Algerian National Liberation
Front movement and to his tireless opposition to the French War in Algeria. Although
Saffie manages to temporarily conceal her affair from her French husband, Raphael
eventually learns of his wife’s trysts and takes their son, Emil, on a private, impromptu
trip to visit his mother, Madame Hortense Trala-Lepage. During their train ride to
Burgundy, Raphael lifts Emil in an impulsive moment of rage and accidentally allows
him to fall from the final car of their moving train. The novel ends with Emil’s
unfortunate and untimely death, Raphael’s corresponding acquittal for murder, and
Saffie’s unexpected disappearance from Paris.
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From a linguistic standpoint, L’empreinte de l’ange (1998) and The Mark
of the Angel (1999) demonstrate Huston’s more typical and moderate use of multilingual
writing. In The Mark of the Angel, Huston adds sparse and sporadic instances of foreign
words and phrases in German, Hungarian, Latin, Italian, and French to a central
monolingual, English language narrative. Similarly, in L’empreinte de l’ange (1998), the
original French-language version of the novel, Huston incorporates a moderate selection
of Italian, English, German, Latin, and Hungarian words into a predominately
monolingual, French narrative. Like Limbes / Limbo’s playful and imperfect bilingual
translations, The Mark of the Angel and L’empreinte de l’ange offer two different, yet
equally engaging versions of the same text. Along with editing or removing certain words
and passages from L’empreinte de l’ange,40 for instance, Huston occasionally includes
new French words and expressions in the English narrative of The Mark of the Angel.41
For example, in addition to presenting ordinary references to names, French songs, and
street locations, Huston uses the French language sparingly in The Mark of the Angel to
offer accurate technical descriptions of art (“the blueing bronze haut-relief of Leda being
triumphantly raped by the god of gods who’s metamorphosed into a swan”42), to preserve
certain French words such as “mairie” [“town hall”] and “marié” [“bridegroom”] (47),
and to construct a deeper sense of cultural awareness and authenticity. For instance,
toward the beginning of the narrative, Raphael tells Saffie that he wants to use the French
familiar pronoun, “tu,” when speaking to her (37). When the narrator then states that
Saffie reiterates the word Tu “slowly, as if to taste the expression on her tongue” (38),
40

Compare pp. 73, 97, and 162 of Nancy Huston, L’empreinte de l’ange to pp. 82, 113,
and 199 of Nancy Huston, The Mark of the Angel.
41
See pp. 11, 16, 28, 30, 37, 42, 47, 61, and 179 of The Mark of the Angel.
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See Nancy Huston, The Mark of the Angel (Vintage, 2000), pp. 16-17.
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monolingual English-speaking readers are presented with a more compelling sense of
linguistic and cultural authenticity that is representative of Meir Sternberg’s translative
reference to “vehicular matching,” in which multilingual linguistic diversity is accepted
as “a fact of life and a factor of communication” (223). Nevertheless, with a relatively
sparse use of multilingualism in L’empreinte de l’ange and The Mark of the Angel,
monolingual and bilingual readers are able to follow the respective narratives of both
versions of the text with relative ease.
As Saffie, the female protagonist of both versions of the novel, is German,
Huston also includes various German words, excerpts, and expressions in both The Mark
of the Angel and L’empreinte de l’ange. In fact, when the narrator refers to Saffie’s
childhood memories, German songs, and the events of World War II, German words and
expressions are used to develop a more sincere sense of identity, place, and time. Later in
the novel, while describing one of Saffie’s memories of Germany during the war, Huston
narrates, “The wind kept tearing the sheets out of their hands before they could pin them
to the clothesline, and they’d run to pick them up on the lawn… then hang them up again,
all the while singing together in harmony, Kommt ein Vogel geflogen [A Bird Comes Aflying]…” (83).43 In this description, Saffie evokes a childhood memory that is associated
with the image of her mother, the events of the World War II, and, what she remembers
to be the musical, harmonious qualities of her native German language. In this segment of
the narrative, Huston presents a minimal use of multilingual writing. Likewise, in the
corresponding segment of L’empreinte de l’ange, Huston includes this same German
quote to introduce the original title of Saffie’s childhood song (74). Due to the moderate
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level of multilingualism in both versions of the novel, monolingual and bilingual readers
continue to experience an easy and accessible level of familiarity with the text.
Elsewhere in The Mark of the Angel, the calm, soothing effect of language
and song (as opposed to the traumatic and brutal reality of war) recurs when Saffie recalls
an image of her mother singing a different German song to her two-month-old brother,
Peter: “…Köpfchen in das Wasser, Schwänzchen in die Höh… [Little Heads in the
Water, Little Tails in the Air…] no, the humming vibration you feel in Mutti’s flesh
comes from her song, not from the bombers, but then there’s no denying it any longer,
what they hear behind the song is indeed the familiar drone—and then—here it comes—a
long whistle and the night sky explodes into fireworks…” (90). In this portion of the
narrative, Saffie’s surreal memory of her mother is closely linked to the violent sights and
sounds of war. In this case, the comforting and melodic sound of a mother singing to her
son is quickly transformed into a frightening and familiar drone-like vibration that grows
into a progressively loud, violent explosion in the night sky. In this passage, the German
language is not only used to reinforce Saffie’s past and present identity as a young
German woman, but also to present a sharp contrast between the soothing, peaceful
qualities of music and the loud, violent reality of war.
Throughout other sections of The Mark of the Angel and L’empreinte de
l’ange, the German language is closely associated with the sights and sounds of World
War II, and particularly with Saffie’s disturbing dreams about the war. During one of her
husband’s international concert trips to Milan, for instance, Saffie experiences difficulty
sleeping accompanied by a series of unsettling nightmares. In one of these nightmares,
she remembers a childhood encounter with an injured enemy fighter pilot who bore a
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striking resemblance to the devil. In this particular “memory-dream” (101), Saffie
remembers the evening a black fighter pilot crashed into her family’s barn and recalls the
man’s burned, bloodstained, and satanic appearance. In describing this dream, Huston
narrates, “…Saffie realizes—it’s der Teufel, the devil… Wer hat Angst vorm schwarzen
Mann? Who’s afraid of the big black man? He’s dressed in the devil’s khaki uniform but
it’s all filthy and torn and bloodstained, he’s the one who tried to murder them in the
middle of the night…” (100).44 In this section of the novel, the German language is used
to reinforce a frightening and nightmarish memory from Saffie’s childhood in Germany.
Rather than serve as a dramatic contrast to the calmer and more soothing image of her
mother’s melodic voice, however, this scene highlights the protagonist’s ultimate sense
of fear and bewilderment when confronted with a dangerous and foreign intruder. With
its blatant racist undertones, this passage also highlights the protagonist’s supposed lack
of cultural and racial awareness, which is further reflected by her subsequent inability to
relate to her Hungarian lover’s political leanings and cultural and ethnic identity as a
Jewish émigré.
For the convenience of Huston’s monolingual and bilingual readers, the
author includes translations of the unfamiliar German words and phrases that
immediately follow both versions of the narrative. In The Mark of the Angel, Huston
translates these German words as “the devil” and “Who’s afraid of the big black man?”
By comparison, in L’empreinte de l’ange, she presents these same German words as “le
diable” and “Qui a peur de l’homme noir ?” (87) in the body of the text. By rewriting the
question “Qui a peur de l’homme noir ?” as “Who’s afraid of the big black man?”,
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Huston makes a new cultural reference to the English fairy tale, The Three Little Pigs
(“Who’s afraid of the big bad wolf?”). Consequently, Huston demonstrates her continued
tendency not only to rewrite and readjust her work in self-translation but also to
incorporate multilingual writing and culturally engaging references into her translated,
target texts.
Concerning the practice of “translative loss” in self-translation, Huston
presents a brief passage in English that she fails to translate in the French version of her
narrative. In her original French text, L’empreinte de l’ange, Huston describes the black
man’s desperate plea for water as he addresses Saffie in English: “‘Water ! Water !’—
c’est le mot de sa magie noire, le mot pour la mort de son peuple à elle, ‘Please little girl
! Please get me some water !’” [‘Water! Water!’—It’s the word of his black magic, the
word for the death of her people, ‘Please little girl! Please get me some water!’] (87).
Here, Huston once again includes a portion of her dialogue in the native language of its
speaker (in this case, English) in order to provide a deeper sense of cultural and linguistic
authenticity. In reading the original version of the text, monolingual French-speaking
readers are given the obvious indication that the injured fighter pilot is either British or
American. Yet, in the translated, English version of the novel, the injured pilot’s
nationality is not disclosed, and Huston rewrites the entirety of this segment of the text in
English: ‘“Water!’ he croaks. ‘Water! Water! – ‘Please, little girl! Please get me some
water!”’ (100). Although a jarringly distinct and “foreign” sense of identity is lost in
translation, a linguistically refined and simplified version of the text is gained. Whereas
French-speaking readers are given a more evident impression of the Anglophone identity
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of the fighter pilot in L’empreinte de l’ange, English-speaking readers are more closely
drawn to the pilot’s urgent and pressing need for water.
Along with the German language, Huston also incorporates a variety of
Latin and Italian words into The Mark of the Angel and L’empreinte de l’ange. Similar to
her use of multilingualism in other novels, Huston integrates the Italian and Latin
languages into her story to emphasize various concepts and idiomatic expressions related
to music, religion, mathematics, and the events of the narrative. At other times, the Italian
and Latin languages are simply used to accentuate Huston’s eccentric, capricious, and
stylistic preference for polyglot writing. For example, in both L’empreinte de l’ange and
The Mark of the Angel, Huston uses the Italian phrase “tutti quanti” (“all the rest”) (30 /
27) to express the demanding objectives of Saffie’s superiors during her work as a
hostess in Düsseldorf, Germany before her arrival in Paris, France. In this case, the
expression “tutti quanti” is not presented to provide a deeper sense of cultural and
linguistic authenticity vis-à-vis the nationality of the characters or the setting or plot of
the novel. Rather, it appears as an unusual and idiosyncratic addition that serves to
reinforce the subtle yet continuous presence of Huston’s persistent practice of
multilingual writing.
Concerning the use of Latin, in The Mark of the Angel, the Latin phrase
“ad nauseam” (86), which is written as “à satiété” [to satiety] in L’empreinte de l’ange
(76), is employed to stress the numerous screenings of the Nuremberg trials and camp
liberations shown to French audiences following the events of World War II. Here,
Huston displays yet another vivid instance of multilingual rewriting in translation. Rather
than translate her original French expression “à satiété” into English, she rewrites this
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expression in Latin. While the target language is lost in translation, it is replaced with a
new and creative presentation of multilingualism. As a result, monolingual French and
English-speaking readers are faced with altered versions of the text. Similarly, in The
Mark of the Angel, the Latin expression “ad infinitum”45 [endlessly] (199) is incorporated
into the translated version of the novel. In this case, “ad infinitum” is used in a
mathematical sense to convey the supposedly infinite and intricate connections between
other people’s lives. Once again, this second Latin phrase is an intriguing rewritten
expression of Huston’s original French statement “à l’infini” (162). This unexpected
choice of multilingualism suggests that Huston may have translated her phrase into Latin
for purely stylistic or creative reasons rather than semantic ones. Consequently, French
and English-speaking readers are once again presented with two unique and original
versions of the text.
Finally, in both L’empreinte de l’ange and The Mark of the Angel, the
Latin expression sine qua non [something that is absolutely necessary or indispensable]
(176 / 218) is used to convey the important and essential role that Emil plays in
maintaining Saffie’s secret trysts with András: “Emil is her pretext, her alibi, the sine qua
non of her love affair with András” (218). As compared to Huston’s other multilingual
translations, the Latin phrase sine qua non is in fact retained and presented in both
versions of the text. As a result, monolingual French and English-speaking readers
experience comparable degrees of multilingualism in translation. Since the Latin
expressions “ad nauseam,” “ad infinitum,” and “sine qua non” are presented minimally
throughout the narratives of both versions of the novel, they are well within the
45
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multilingual limits of the monolingual and bilingual speaker’s ability to comprehend
Huston’s fiction. Moreover, Huston’s addition of the phrases “ad nauseam” and “ad
infinitum” into the narrative of The Mark of the Angel demonstrate her clear and
deliberate preference for multilingual rewriting in translation. In this sense, then, Huston
is able to remain within the confines of her monolingual readers’ linguistic and semantic
capabilities.
The fifth and final language that appears in The Mark of the Angel and
L’empreinte de l’ange is Hungarian. Unlike the French, English, Italian, and Latin
languages, however, Hungarian appears infrequently throughout the narratives of these
two novels. As a matter of fact, “Apuka” [daddy], “Apu” [papa], and “Edesapa” [father]
are the only Hungarian words that appear in both versions of the text. In The Mark of the
Angel and L’empreinte de l’ange, Saffie and her son Emil use these foreign words in
reference to Saffie’s Hungarian lover, András. As compared to the German language,
which is often used to recall past memories and the traumatic events of World War II,
Hungarian is used to express Saffie and Emil’s affectionate and endearing feelings
toward András. For example, in The Mark of the Angel, Huston narrates, “Emil, who had
leaped to embrace [András] when they arrived—‘Apuka! Edesapa!’—was
unceremoniously set back down on the ground and sent out to the courtyard.”46 In this
quote, Saffie’s son Emil calls out to András with an enthusiastic display of love and
affection, while concurrently addressing him with the endearing, familiar Hungarian
words “Apuka” [daddy] and “Edesapa” [father]. Similarly, in The Mark of the Angel,
Saffie asks Emil if he feels well enough to visit her lover András: ‘“Shall we go see
46
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Edesapa?... Do you feel strong enough?”’47 In this second quote, Huston continues to use
the Hungarian language to reinforce the shared feelings of love and affection between her
protagonists while highlighting the cultural authenticity of András’ identity as a Jewish
Hungarian émigré.
Although The Mark of the Angel and L’empreinte de l’ange differ
dramatically in content and structure from Limbes / Limbo, these two novels contain
equally accessible levels of multilingualism for monolingual and bilingual readers. In
Huston’s English self-translation of L’empreinte de l’ange, various French words and
expressions are often replaced by a third foreign language such as Latin, and several
segments of the original dialogue from her French novel are also revised in translation to
maintain a certain sense of linguistic and cultural authenticity. Whereas Limbes / Limbo
offers its readers an engaging bilingual commentary on language accompanied by
numerous inventive puns and idiomatic idiosyncrasies, The Mark of the Angel and
L’empreinte de l’ange exhibit Huston’s frequent use of “translative loss,” (i.e. the visible
omission of certain words, phrases, and passages from her original source texts) and
multilingual rewriting in translation. Moreover, this nuanced polyglot writing oscillates
between what Meir Sternberg has described as the three different “procedures” of
translational mimesis: selective reproduction (“intermittent quotation of the original
heterolingual discourse as uttered by the speaker[s]”) (225), vehicular matching (an
approach that “…substitutes the literalness and thoroughness of reproduction for the
stylization and selectivity of mimesis, quoting each speech in its original wording…”)
(224), and homogenizing convention (for which the “unilingualism” of the
47
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representational medium is juxtaposed with the “poly- or heterolingualism of the
represented object”) (232).
While Limbes / Limbo is presented as a single bilingual text with two
opposite facing self-translated narratives, The Mark of the Angel and L’empreinte de
l’ange integrate five different languages sparsely into the narratives of two predominately
monolingual texts. Because these foreign languages occur sporadically and infrequently
within the narratives of The Mark of the Angel and L’empreinte de l’ange, they do not
interfere with the monolingual or bilingual speaker’s general linguistic and semantic
ability to understand the text. As a very creative work of self-translation, The Mark of the
Angel presents bilingual readers with yet another engaging example of Huston’s tireless
use of multilingual writing, rewriting, “translative loss,” and linguistic and semantic
refinement in self-translation. Hence, The Mark of the Angel is not merely a simple
translation of L’empreinte de l’ange; rather, it is, as Huston herself has noted, a
“deuxième version originelle du même livre” [second original version of the same book]
(Shread 58).
MULTILINGUAL PROBLEMS AND SOLUTIONS IN DANSE NOIRE (2013)
AND BLACK DANCE (2014)
Compared to Limbes / Limbo (1998), L’empreinte de l’ange (1998), and
The Mark of the Angel (1999), Danse noire (2013), one of Huston’s recent French novels,
possesses a more intense usage of multilingual writing. Unlike Huston’s earlier selftranslated novels, Danse noire includes a central, monolingual French narrative
punctuated by a number of complex multilingual dialogues that alternate between
English, French, and/or Joual. Unlike Huston’s earlier works, this novel appears as a
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highly stylized, challenging, and linguistically disorienting exercise in fiction for both
monolingual and bilingual readers.
In addition to English, French, and Joual, this work also contains various
Portuguese, Italian, German, and Latin words and phrases. Of these additional four
languages, Portuguese has the most visible and persistent presence throughout the three
alternating narratives of the text. In fact, Danse noire and Huston’s corresponding
English self-translation, Black Dance (2014), both contain chapters with titles that are
written in Portuguese and that denote various terms from the capoeira, a traditional
martial art and dance from Brazil. Indeed, the music and rhythm of the capoeira dance
appear repeatedly throughout the narratives of both versions of these novels (notably
through the familiar and recurring sound of the atabaque: “Ta, ta-da Da, ta, ta-da Da, ta,
ta-da Da”), and Huston includes a variety of distinct Portuguese words, such as “ginga,”
“toque,” “roda,” and “madingueiro,” into the narratives of both versions of her text.
Even though Danse noire (2013) and Black Dance (2014) possess
dramatically different degrees of multilingual writing, they display equally intricate and
complex narrative structures. In fact, both versions of Huston’s novel possess ten
chapters that are organized into three different narratives alternating between the story of
Milo Noirlac (a Canadian writer and drug addict from Québec), Milo’s grandfather, Neil
Kerrigan (an Irish writer and political activist who immigrates to Québec), and Milo’s
mother, Awinita Johnson (a First Nation Canadian prostitute). In spite of the fact that the
three narratives of Milo Noirlac, Neil Kerrigan, and Awinita Johnson alternate in parallel
succession, their stories are set in different countries (Ireland, Canada, and the United
States), and during three different intervals of time (1952-2010, 1910-1939, and 1951-
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1952). Within this intricate mode of narrative organization, the stories of Milo, Neil, and
Awinita are juxtaposed with various monolingual and bilingual dialogues, monolingual
segments of narrative prose interspersed with multilingual words and phrases, and stage
directions that are designed to resemble a screenplay for a film. Ultimately, Danse noire
is presented as a highly experimental, hybrid work of fiction that Huston’s French
publisher, Actes Sud, describes as a “roman d’un film” (novel of a film) (Huston, Danse
noire back cover).
From a visual, structural, and linguistic perspective, the stylistic and
cinematic effects of the French version of the novel (cuts, voice-overs, subtitles listed as
footnotes, etc.) frequently impede the reader’s ability to understand the general plot and
setting of the novel. In an article entitled ‘“Danse noire,’ de Nancy Huston: Une
chorégraphie complexe et éclectique,” Sandra Felteau notes:
Danse noire est le fruit de l’expérimentation d’une nouvelle forme de
narration, à la manière d’un scénario qui n’en est pas totalement un, qui
embrouille un peu l’action. L’expérience est intéressante, originale sans
aucun doute, mais semble un peu forcée et certainement difficile pour le
lecteur, qui déjà doit traduire à l’aide des notes en bas de page (plus d’une
page sur deux) les dialogues de l’anglais au français québécois. [Danse
noire is the product of a new and experimental form of narration that
resembles, but does not completely replicate, a screenplay for a film and
that slightly muddles the action of the story. The experiment is
undoubtedly interesting and original, but it seems a bit forced and
certainly difficult for the reader, who must already translate, with the aid
of footnotes (more than one out of every two pages), the English dialogues
to Joual].
Danse noire thus represents one of Huston’s more stylistically and linguistically complex
novels, as monolingual readers are forced to locate and then read the translations of
various confusing, multilingual segments of the text.
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In comparison to Limbes / Limbo, L’empreinte de l’ange, and The Mark of
the Angel, Danse noire’s linguistic intricacies often obscure the monolingual and
bilingual reader’s ability to comprehend the text. For instance, in the novel’s first
dialogue between Milo Noirlac and his American lover Paul Schwarz (who also serves as
the narrator of the text), the reader encounters a number of unusual and opposing
narrative techniques. In addition to being set at a future point in time (the scene is
presented here as a cinematic “flash-forward”), this initial dialogue is also written in a
second foreign language (English). In this scene, Paul and Milo consider the benefits and
disadvantages of adopting a young Brazilian orphan named Eugénio. In Danse noire,
Huston writes: “Jesus Christ. So what’ll you do if he is [there]? Adopt him, take him back
to Montreal?” In response, Milo replies, “No, just… find him a foster home, if I can”
(18). In this initial dialogue between Paul and Milo, the unusual cinematic cues,
descriptions, and techniques that precede and follow the dialogue thwart the monolingual
and bilingual reader’s ability to decipher the setting, context, and orientation of the plot.
Similar to a screenplay for a film, the dialogue is introduced by Paul Schwarz’s cinematic
cue to “cut” (“on coupe”) and is abruptly followed by a visual description of Milo and
Paul climbing the Brazilian hill of Saens Penha. The somewhat confusing English
language conversation between Paul and Milo is translated into French and inserted as a
footnote on the bottom of the page (18).
In Black Dance (2014), Huston’s English self-translation of Danse noire,
this same sequence is rendered more accessible to monolingual and bilingual readers. In
the translated version of the text, rather than appear in a foreign language, this
conversation between Paul and Milo is written in English with subtle revisions from the
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original French version of the text. For example, instead of recycling the phrase, “No,
just… find him a foster home, if I can” from Danse noire, Huston shortens and rewrites
Milo’s response to Paul as a confident and affirmative assertion in Black Dance: “Find
him a home” (7). Like Limbes / Limbo’s creative use of self-translation, Huston once
again presents the reader with a slightly different and rewritten version of her original
text. In this case, translative rewriting and multilingual loss work to simplify the narrative
tone, meaning, and presentation of the dialogue. More specifically, by maintaining a
single, monolingual dialogue and narrative within this opening section of the story,
Huston is able to facilitate the monolingual reader’s ability to comprehend the text.
In Danse noire, Milo and Paul’s initial English-language dialogue is
immediately followed by Paul’s description of a “close-up” (“gros-plan”) view of a
Brazilian street facing a green church. In Paul’s closing commentary to this scene, the
reader is then transported to a hospital room in the present time (2010), where Paul is
addressing his dying lover, Milo, who is lying in a bed: “Qu’en dis-tu, Astuto ? Ok, je
sais que t’es jamais satisfait de nos premiers jets, mais quand même… Ça te plaît, l’idée
de commencer avec le jour où tu as trouvé Eugénio ?...” [What do you say, Astuto? Ok, I
know that you’re never satisfied with our first takes but… Do you like the idea of starting
with the day you found Eugénio?...] (19). In his concluding narration/voice-over, Paul
speaks to Milo in the second person and asks him if he is pleased with the opening scene
of his film. In this closing segment of Milo Noirlac’s narrative, monolingual and
bilingual readers are reminded that although the dialogue between Milo and Paul is set in
a future point in time in Brazil, the current “unique and homogenous” (Barthes 66)
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setting of the narrative, which is dictated by Paul Schwarz’s omniscient, narrative voice,
is located in a hospital room in the year 2010.
These stylistic and temporal intricacies are complicated further by
Huston’s frequent use of multilingual writing in Danse noire. In this scene, Paul
addresses Milo affectionately in English even though his dominant, narrative voice is
presented in French. In addition, there is no explicit indication (excluding outside
commentaries and interviews on the novel)48 that the footnotes inserted on the bottom of
page are meant to serve as French-language subtitles for Paul’s film. By comparison, in
Black Dance (2014), Huston bypasses these complex linguistic problems by rewriting
this portion of the dialogue in a single, unified language (English). As a result, Huston is
not only able to maintain a similar level of cultural authenticity vis-à-vis her characters,
but she is also able to create a translated, target text that is more linguistically and
semantically accessible to her monolingual readers.
Whereas Danse noire (2013) contains numerous linguistic intricacies and
multilingual passages, Black Dance (2014) contains fewer intra-textual self-translations
and multilingual dialogues. Compared to Danse noire, which contains more than hundred
self-translated sections of the narrative (consisting mainly of dialogues, poems, and
songs), Black Dance only contains three significant instances of bilingual writing and/or
of self-translated passages.49 Black Dance therefore seems to have circumnavigated many

48

See “Danse noire, Nancy Huston.”
The first notable foreign language excerpt that appears in Black Dance is a French song
(a “country-western hit” by Roger Miron) that is self-translated and included as a
footnote (100). The second foreign language excerpt appears as a bilingual FrenchEnglish monologue (138). The third foreign language excerpt is presented as a bilingual
French-English conversation, which is translated into English and presented as footnotes
(142 and 143).

49
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of the linguistic and multilingual complications inherent in Huston’s original French
novel.
Nevertheless, on several occasions, Black Dance presents odd and
unfamiliar techniques of sociolinguistic interference in which Huston’s characters speak
with a foreign accent. In one such example of sociolinguistic interference, in Black
Dance, Marie-Thérèse’s French-Canadian husband, Régis Dubé, comments on Neil
Noirlac’s presentation of a poem by William Butler Yeats with a strong, Joual accent.
Régis declares, “It sounds quite nice… zis poem de… how do you say his name ees?
Keats?” (252). This section of the narrative (338-340), which is presented as a bilingual
English and French-Canadian conversation in Danse noire, contains an unusual
reproduction of oral speech in Black Dance that is somewhat de-familiarizing for
monolingual English-speakers. Nevertheless, as opposed to Danse noire, which possesses
many other noticeable instances of sociolinguistic interference (particularly in the form of
Joual and Cree accents), Black Dance presents comparatively mild instances of foreign
speech acts (written mostly as reproductions of Irish and French accents). In this section
of Black Dance, Régis’ distinct foreign French accent is not quite as linguistically
confusing or disconcerting to monolingual and bilingual readers as the disconcerting
bilingual conversation between Neil and Régis that is presented in Danse noire.
In addition to these unusual oral techniques, as another approach to
linguistic simplification, Huston includes fewer foreign-language excerpts and bilingual
dialogues throughout the three alternating narratives of Black Dance. For instance, in
Neil’s narrative towards the end of Danse noire, Huston includes a bilingual dialogue
(written in English and Joual) between Neil Kerrigan, his wife, Marie-Jeanne, and their
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English and Joual-speaking children. In this unusual and confusing bilingual
conversation, Marie-Jeanne addresses her son Sam with a distinct Joual accent while
telling him to turn his fork when eating his food: “‘Tourne ta fourchette dans l’aut’ sens,
Sam,’” [‘Turn your fork the other way, Sam,’]. In response, Sam defiantly retorts in
English, “You’re not my mother” (306). In this dialogue, Neil’s daughters (who were
raised to speak French) and sons (who were raised to speak English) engage in a lively
bilingual conversation characterized by a series of questions and remarks, and the English
quotes within the body of the text are once again translated and displayed as footnotes on
the bottom of the page (306, 307, 308, and 309). In Black Dance, however, Huston again
turns to rewriting, suppressed multilingualism, and “translative loss” to create a more
linguistically accessible dialogue in English. In English, Huston writes: “‘You’re holding
your fork the wrong way, Sam,’ she says. ‘You’re not my mother’” (228). Here,
“translative loss” and rewriting work to remove and suppress any apparent indications of
Marie-Jeanne’s Joual accent in translation. Moreover, along with restating the FrenchCanadian command “‘Tourne ta fourchette dans l’aut’ sens, Sam’” as “‘You’re holding
your fork the wrong way, Sam’” in translation, Huston simplifies this portion of the
dialogue by rewriting it in a single language (English). Hence, readers are more capable
of navigating the linguistic and stylistic composition of the text.
Finally, whereas Danse noire presents a range of foreign language
dialogues with self-translations that are written as footnotes in French, Black Dance
presents rewritten monolingual versions of these same dialogues in English while reintegrating them into a central, English narrative. Compared to the monolingual French
reader’s experience with Danse noire, the monolingual English-speaking reader of Black
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Dance is subjected to a more linguistically unified and coherent version of the text.
Monolingual readers of Black Dance are therefore more easily able to follow the inherent
meaning and already complicated narrative flow of the text. From a linguistic, semantic,
and structural standpoint, Black Dance is therefore a more aesthetically and linguistically
accessible novel.
On the linguistically and stylistically disorienting nature of Danse noire,
French critic Monique Verdussen notes:
Alors qu’elles sont parfaitement balisées et datées, les pistes empruntées
déconcertent parce qu’elles se situent à des niveaux qui obligent chaque
fois à se réorienter. À force de voyager d’un personnage à l’autre, d’une
époque, d’un lieu, d’une langue à l’autre, de musique en poésie, d’un film
en train de se faire à un roman qui s’ébauche, on peine à suivre. [Though
perfectly dated and demarcated, the narrative paths are disconcerting
because they continually force the reader to reorient his or her perception
of the text. By traveling from one character to another, from one epoch,
place, and language to another, from music to poetry, from a film to a
novel, the reader struggles to follow the story] (Verdussen, “Les voix et
les voies de Nancy Huston”).
For Verdussen, monolingual and bilingual readers must continually adjust
their perception of the setting in order to follow the complicated structure of the novel’s
three alternating narratives. By comparison, although Black Dance presents similar
cinematic and auditory effects within the three narratives of the text, it also presents a
more moderate and accessible level of multilingualism. By replacing a number of
bilingual and foreign-language dialogues with monolingual English ones, Black Dance
provides Huston’s bilingual and monolingual readers with a more linguistically cohesive
and intelligible novel.
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TRANSLATIVE FIDELITY IN SPLENDEURS ET MISÈRES DE LA MATERNITÉ
Although Huston has spent the major part of her literary career writing
fiction and self-translating her own texts, she has also translated the work of other
authors, including one feminist American text entitled The Mother Knot (1976) by Jane
Lazarre. In the preface to the French language translation of The Mother Knot,
Splendeurs et misères de la maternité (1994), Huston describes her pressing desire to
translate Lazarre’s book into French: “J’étais si reconnaissante à Jane Lazarre d’avoir
écrit ce livre que j’ai aussitôt eu l’idée de le traduire en français. C’est une des manières
dont j’aime à témoigner de ma reconnaissance envers un écrivain ; c’est aussi, bien sûr,
une manière d’approcher son texte de plus près…” [I was so thankful to Jane Lazarre for
having written this book that I immediately had the idea of translating it into French. It is
one of the ways that I like to demonstrate my gratitude towards a writer; it is also, of
course, a way to get closer to her text] (III).
From the first page of Splendeur et misères de la maternité, bilingual
readers quickly perceive the relevance of this observation while noting Huston’s careful
attention to linguistic and semantic fidelity in translation. In the opening scene of The
Mother Knot, Lazarre describes her own personal experience giving birth in the following
manner: ‘“Relax and it will hurt less,’ people had told me, suggesting that there was
really nothing to be frightened of, as if the source of the pain were my imagination
instead of my uterus” (3). In her corresponding French version of the text, Huston
presents the following translation: ‘“Détends-toi et ça fera moins mal’, m’avait dit les
gens, suggérant qu’en fait il n’y avait rien à craindre, et que la source de la douleur venait
de mon imaginaire plutôt que de mon utérus” [‘Relax and it will hurt less,’ people had
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told me, suggesting that there was really nothing to be frightened of, and that the source
of the pain came from my imagination rather than from my uterus] (11). Here, while the
first part of Huston’s translation displays a very close, precise, and literal interpretation of
Lazarre’s original writing (‘“Détends-toi et ça fera moins mal’, m’avait dit les gens,
suggérant qu’en fait il n’y avait rien à craindre…”), the second part of her translation
provides a very subtle use of interpretive parallel and restatement. Words and phrases
such as “as if the source of the pain” are modified minimally in French as “et que la
source de la douleur” [and that the source of the pain]. In this sense, Huston is able to
maintain a close level of semantic and syntactic accuracy while rendering the text more
linguistically and idiomatically accessible to native French speakers. In comparison to her
self-translated texts, these excerpts demonstrate a relatively minimal degree of
“translative loss,” multilingualism, and rewriting.
Later in the narrative of The Mother Knot, while describing her initial
feelings of fascination with her newborn son, Benjamin, Lazarre writes,
In my arms, I held my baby. After he drank from me, sometimes he would
sleep. I stayed still for hours then, staring at his face, comparing his toes to
mine, finding a turn of his mouth which reminded me of my sister’s,
discovering in the shape of his torso the suggestion of his father’s body
(28).
In her corresponding French language translation of this passage, Huston
offers her readers yet another close, literal rendition of Lazarre’s writing:
Dans mes bras, je tenais mon bébé. Parfois, après avoir bu mon lait, il
s’endormait. Je restais alors immobile des heures durant, à lui scruter le
visage, à comparer ses orteils aux miens, à surprendre un mouvement de
sa bouche qui rappelait celle de ma sœur, à découvrir dans la forme de son
torse l’écho du corps de son père [In my arms, I held my baby.
Sometimes, after having drunk my milk, he would sleep. I stayed still for
hours then, examining his face, comparing his toes to mine, finding a
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movement of his mouth which reminded me of my sister’s, discovering in
the shape of his torso the echo of his father’s body] (55).
Sentences and phrases such as “In my arms, I held my baby,” “I stayed
still for hours then,” “comparing his toes to mine,” and “discovering in the shape of his
torso” are given very literal and exacting translations in French: “Dans mes bras, je tenais
mon bébé,” “Je restais alors immobile des heures durant,” “à comparer ses orteils aux
miens,” and “à découvrir dans la forme de son torse.” Elsewhere, Huston subtly restates
Lazarre’s original writing as “après avoir bu mon lait” (from “After he drank from me”),
“à lui scruter le visage” (from “staring at his face”), and “l’écho du corps de son père”
(from “the suggestion of his father’s body”) in French. In these examples, Huston uses a
relatively insignificant form of revision to facilitate the general semantic accessibility of
her text in the target French language. By substituting certain English words with French
synonyms (such as “scruter” for “staring,” “l’écho” for “the suggestion,” etc.), Huston is
carefully able to adapt her text to the linguistic sensibilities of her target language
audience without substantially altering the general content and form of Lazarre’s original
writing.
Throughout her non-authorial translation, Huston continues to maintain a
close sense of semantic and linguistic fidelity toward Lazarre’s original text. For
example, when describing her own conversations about motherhood with other women,
Lazarre narrates, “How is yours doing, oh how is yours doing, sleep through the night?
Yes oh yes (she would say) and, No, not yet (I would have to report); and then, Cry
much?” (58). By comparison, in Splendeurs et misères de la maternité, Huston offers the
following French translation of Lazarre’s original passage: “Comment va le tien, oh,
comment va le tien ; est-ce qu’il passe ses nuits ? Oui, oh oui (disait-elle) et Non, pas
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encore (devais-je avouer) ; et puis : Il pleure beaucoup ?” [How is yours doing, oh, how
is yours doing; does he sleep through the night? Yes, oh yes (she would say) and No, not
yet (I would have to admit); and then: Does he cry much?] (100). Besides the insertion of
several punctuation marks and the absence of certain pronouns in the French version of
the text, Huston offers French-speaking readers yet another highly literal rendition of
Lazarre’s narrative in translation. Here, phrases and questions such as “How is yours
doing, oh how is yours doing,” are closely reproduced in French as “Comment va le tien,
oh, comment va le tien.” Likewise, statements such as “Yes oh yes (she would say) and,
No, not yet” are accurately reproduced in French as “Oui, oh oui (disait-elle) et Non, pas
encore.” Although various questions appear as more formal interrogations in French
(“sleep through the night?” is translated into “est-ce qu’il passe ses nuits ?” in French,
and “Cry much?” is reworded slightly in French as “Il pleure beaucoup ?”), the majority
of Huston’s translation presents a faithful and mimetic interpretation of Lazarre’s original
writing.
Elsewhere, Huston continues to maintain a close level of translative
fidelity toward Lazarre’s narrative. While describing her husband’s graduation from Yale
University, Lazarre writes,
I follow the men and women in long black robes who are all animated and
smiling. James is among them. Like the rest, he is smiling. I feel my
mouth curve upward, forcing my cheeks to puff up until I am smiling too,
while my eyes, windows for me as I sit on the dark and windy beach, stay
still (76).
In her French translation of the text, Huston presents her readers with
another very close and accurate rendition of Lazarre’s writing:
Je marche à la suite d’hommes et de femmes en longues robes noires, tous
très animés et souriants. James est parmi eux, souriant lui aussi. Je sens les
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coins de ma bouche se relever et mes joues enfler : moi aussi je souris,
alors que mes yeux, qui me servent de fenêtres depuis la plage sombre et
venteuse où je me tiens, ne bronchent pas [I follow the men and women in
long black robes who are all very animated and smiling. James is among
them, and he is also smiling. I feel the corners of my mouth curve upward
and my cheeks puff up: I am smiling too, while my eyes, which serve as
windows for me from the dark and windy beach where I sit, stay still]
(129).
In this passage, the first sentence of Huston’s translation is altered only
slightly by the addition of the French word “très” to denote the happy and animated
feelings of James’ classmates. Although Huston combines the second and third sentence
into the single French observation “James est parmi eux, souriant lui aussi,” the general
syntactic, lexical, and semantic appearance of the narrative is well preserved in
translation. Hence, phrases such as “I am smiling too” (“moi aussi je souris”), “while my
eyes” (“alors que mes yeux”), and “the dark and windy beach” (“la plage sombre et
venteuse”) appear as close, mimetic reproductions of Lazarre’s original writing. As
opposed to Huston’s literary self-translations, her non-authorial translation of this
passage demonstrates yet another example of a minimal and restrained use of
multilingualism, “translative loss,” and rewriting.
From a structural point of view, Huston’s translation of Lazarre’s text also
presents a very close and faithful replica of the various chapter divisions and title names
of The Mother Knot. For example, the title of the first part of Lazarre’s novel, “Birth” (1),
is given a highly literal translation in French: “Naissance” (9). Similarly, the second part
of Lazarre’s book, “Mothers and Fathers” (53) is translated by Huston as “Les mères et
les pères” (93), and Part Three, “Children” (105) is translated into French as “Les
enfants” (177). Likewise, the fourth and final section of Lazarre’s narrative, “The Dark
Lady” (139), which is a title referencing William Shakespeare’s Dark Lady sonnets, is
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translated word for word by Huston as “La dame sombre” (231) in Splendeurs et misères
de la maternité. As a result, monolingual English and French-speaking readers are
offered a highly symmetrical and accurate interpretation of the structural composition of
the text. Moreover, Huston closely replicates the typographical format of Lazarre’s
writing, which alternates between regular typeface (used to indicate the general events of
the narrative) and italic font (used to indicate the narrator’s own personal thoughts and
dreams about motherhood). Similar to the organizational appearance of Lazarre’s work,
Huston divides her translation into four sections composed of twelve individual chapters.
Huston’s translative fidelity to The Mother Knot persists throughout the
narrative of her translated target text, Splendeurs et misères de la maternité. In the
closing passage of her work, Lazarre writes, “The pregnant woman packed her bags,
combed her hair and looked in my direction to smile good-by. I nodded respectfully and
saluted” (150). In her corresponding translation of this concluding section, Huston writes,
“La femme enceinte mit de l’ordre dans ses affaires, se peigna les cheveux et, regardant
vers moi, me fit un sourire d’adieu. Je hochai respectueusement la tête et lui adressai un
salut” [The pregnant woman packed her bags, combed her hair and, looking at me, smiled
good-by. I nodded respectfully and saluted her] (249). In these final two sentences,
Huston maintains a close level of semantic, syntactic, and literal fidelity to Lazarre’s text
while providing her French-speaking readers with a linguistically and idiomatically
accessible version of the narrative. Whereas phrases such as “The pregnant woman
packed her bags” and “combed her hair” are translated in a close, literal manner as “La
femme enceinte mit de l’ordre dans ses affaires” and “se peigna les cheveux,” certain
observations such as “to smile good-by” are translated into the more idiomatically fitting
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French expression “me fit un sourire d’adieu.” Once again, the general semantic,
structural, and lexical presentation of this portion of the text is well preserved in
translation.
As compared to Huston’s self-translations of Limbes / Limbo (1998),
L’empreinte de l’ange (1998), and Danse noire (2013), Splendeurs et misères de la
maternité (1994) demonstrates a highly faithful and literal French language translation of
its original source text, The Mother Knot (1976). Although her French translation of
Lazarre’s original title, similar to many of the rewritten, self-translated titles of Beckett
and Green, presents a rare instance of creativity in non-authorial translation, Splendeurs
et misères de la maternité does not generally present a significant degree of “translative
loss” and linguistic and semantic revision. Instead, Huston maintains a consistently close
semantic, syntactic, and linguistic interpretation of Lazarre’s text. Moreover, and unlike
her English self-translations of L’empreinte de l’ange and Danse noire, Huston’s use of
multilingualism and rewriting are minimal and/or absent from her non-authorial
translation of The Mother Knot. Non-authorial translation should not, therefore, as Susan
Bassnett and André Lefevere argue, be relabeled as “a rewriting of an original text” (ix).
Rather, it should be carefully distinguished from the more creative and dynamic practice
of self-translation. In the case of Nancy Huston, self-translation is a process that is
closely tied to “translative loss” (i.e. the visible, literal omission of various words,
phrases, and passages in translation), multilingual experimentation, and rewriting. By
comparison, Huston’s non-authorial translation of Lazarre’s text, Splendeurs et misères
de la maternité, demonstrates a comparatively minimalist use of multilingual writing,
“translative loss,” and linguistic, semantic, and structural refinement. As a non-authorial
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translator, Huston offers Lazarre’s French-speaking readers a very close and literal
interpretation of The Mother Knot. Compared to non-authorial translation, and within the
context of Huston’s bilingual oeuvre, self-translation should therefore be viewed as the
ultimate form of creative rewriting and revision.
CONCLUSION
Concerning the readability of novels and the structural process of
deciphering narratives, Roland Barthes once claimed, “Comprendre un récit, ce n’est pas
seulement suivre le dévidement de l’histoire, c’est aussi y reconnaître des ‘étages’,
projeter les enchaînements horizontaux du ‘fil’ narratif sur un axe implicitement
vertical…” [To understand a narrative, one must not only follow the unwinding of the
story, but also recognize its ‘levels,’ [and] project the horizontal sequences of the
narrative ‘thread’ onto an implicitly vertical axis…] (Barthes, et al., Poétique du récit
14). Whereas Limbes / Limbo (1998), L’empreinte de l’ange (1998), and The Mark of the
Angel (1999) offer a well-balanced intersection between the “horizontal” progression of
the text and the “vertical” act of reading, Danse noire (2013) offers monolingual and
bilingual readers a more complex intersection between its three alternating narratives and
the linguistic and semantic composition of the story. Combined with its extensive use of
multilingualism, inter-textual bilingual dialogues, self-translated footnotes, and unusual
hybrid composition as a novel-film, Danse noire is a stylistically disorienting work of
literature for monolingual and bilingual readers. Indeed, Huston’s complicated and
experimental mode of writing appears to thwart her readers’ abilities to understand the
general events of the narrative. Although the structural progression of Black Dance
(2014) bears strong similarities to that of Danse noire, Huston’s English-language self-
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translation provides many interesting simplifications of Danse noire’s linguistic and
semantic problems. Most notably, by recreating her original novel’s multilingual
passages and dialogues as monolingual translations in Black Dance, Huston radically
rewrites her work and presents her monolingual readers with a new and original
translated target text.
Huston’s penchant for multilingual writing, “translative loss,” and
rewriting in self-translation represents a sharp contrast to her preference for translative
fidelity and semantic and linguistic equivalence in non-authorial translation. Whereas her
self-translated texts demonstrate a clear sense of linguistic and stylistic experimentation,
her non-authorial translation of Lazarre’s text reflects a different and more controlled
sense of linguistic transposition and interpretation. While some of Huston’s selftranslated texts, such as Limbes / Limbo, demonstrate a very playful, inventive, and
informative use of “translative loss” and rewriting, other works such as Danse noire
(2013) and Black Dance (2014) highlight her diminishing use of multilingualism in
translation. This chapter has examined some of the ways in which Huston’s use of
multilingualism has been progressively subdued in self-translation, as she works to adapt
her texts to the sensibilities of monolingual English-speaking readers. As exemplified by
her French language translation of The Mother Knot by Jane Lazarre, Huston exercises a
more conservative use of multilingual writing and revision in translation when translating
the work of other writers. In Huston’s case, “translative loss,” which is ultimately tied to
multilingual “loss” (i.e. the omission or reduction of certain multilingual passages in the
text), can be viewed as a careful operation of minimalism that works to accentuate rather
than detract from the original meaning and presentation of the text. While for Huston,
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self-translation is a way to “passer la première version par les fourches caudines de la
traduction pour en éliminer les scories” [pass the first version through the hazardous
process of translation to eliminate the dregs], non-authorial translation is, conversely, “la
seule façon de ne pas trahir, il n’y a que ça de vrai” [the only way to not misinterpret, that
is the only truth] (Le Bris and Rouard, eds. 157-158).
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Chapter Five
Other Études de Cas
Pour moi, Algérien, je n’ai pas choisi le français. Il m’a choisi, ou plutôt il s’est
imposé à moi à travers des siècles de sang et de larmes et à travers l’histoire
douloureuse de la longue nuit coloniale [As an Algerian, I did not choose French.
It chose me, or rather, it imposed itself upon me through centuries of blood and
tears and through the painful history of the long colonial night].
— Rachid Boudjedra, Lettres algériennes, 30
J’écris dans la langue que veulent bien parler mes personnages, j’écris les
histoires qu’ils veulent bien me raconter, je les traduis de mon mieux en mots,
scènes, dialogues et intrigues ; en les lisant, chacun de mes lecteurs les traduit à
nouveau dans sa langue ou plutôt ses langues à lui... [I write in the language that
my characters want to speak, I write the stories that they are willing to tell me, I
translate them to the best of my ability in words, scenes, dialogues and intrigues;
while reading them, each one of my readers translates them again into his or her
language or rather his or her languages…]
— Nancy Huston, “Traduttore non è traditore,” Pour une
littérature-monde, 154-155

The twenty-first century has witnessed a proliferation of the work of
translingual francophone self-translators, including that of Nancy Huston, Boubacar
Boris Diop, Rachid Boudjedra, Vassilis Alexakis, Gao Xingjian (who was awarded the
Nobel Prize for literature in 2000), Ahmed Abodehman, and Marco Micone. Whereas
certain self-translators such as Samuel Beckett, Nancy Huston, Vassilis Alexakis, and
Rachid Boudjedra have been able to attain authorial recognition in both their adopted and
native countries (France and the English-speaking world for Beckett and Huston; France
and Greece for Alexakis; and France and Algeria for Boudjedra), other bilingual authors
such as Julien Green and Atiq Rahimi have been limited to writing and producing the
bulk of their work in French.
Why do certain bilingual authors decide to self-translate their work when
others do not? The answer to this question lies, perhaps, in the individual political,
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psycholinguistic, economic, and cultural situations of each author. Whereas certain
writers such as Beckett and Huston have felt relatively comfortable alternating between
both of their languages, other writers such as Green and Rahimi have experienced a
genuine sense of timidity, fear, and/or reticence toward the act of self-translation.
Although this dissertation has focused on the self-translated work and non-authorial
translations of one twenty-first century and two twentieth-century authors, there are other
notable contemporary francophone self-translators who merit discussion.
As Emily Apter notes, in spite of the fact that certain translingual Frenchspeaking authors manage to receive asylum or public recognition in France, they are
often marginalized within the French literary canon. Apter claims, “In the French
publishing industry, where one expects a stronger ethic of Maghrebian representation,
celebrated Algerian writers are frequently confined to a series, only to be routinely
featured for a time, and then dropped (as in the case of Nabile Farès, abandoned by Le
Seuil)” (103). In spite of this apparent editorial marginalization, however, bilingual
Arabic and French speaking authors continue to write and publish their work in France in
order to circumnavigate significant political and socioeconomic problems that they may
face in their own countries. In The Translation Zone: A New Comparative Literature,
Apter observes how “The difficulty of book distribution in many economically
beleaguered countries remains an insuperable impediment to transnational exchange…”
(98). In order to gain visibility and recognition outside of their own countries, these
bilingual authors often choose to write in a second and more widely read language such
as French. According to Apter’s assessment, “economically beleaguered” countries
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possess seemingly insurmountable obstacles that hinder their ability to publish and
distribute books on a greater international/transnational scale.
The practice and process of self-translation pose not only linguistic and
cultural problems but also political, economic, and psycholinguistic ones for
contemporary francophone authors. For francophone Senegalese author Boubacar Boris
Diop, for example, the psycholinguistic passage between two languages of expression
can be quite painful and convoluted despite any initial impressions of comfort and
facility. In an interview with Repères-Dorif, Diop discusses his challenging experience
translating one of his novels, Doomi Golo (2003), from Wolof into French: “Le chemin
qui mène un auteur de l’une de ses langues à l’autre est tortueux et parsemé de pièges
alors qu’il semble à première vue si droit et lumineux… Le défi majeur est de réussir à
concilier les logiques – souvent en conflit ouvert – de production et de réception du
texte” [The path that leads an author from one of his languages to the other is tortuous
and littered with traps, although it seems at first glance so straight and bright… The
major challenge is to succeed in reconciling the logic – often in open conflict – of the
production and reception of a text] (“Écrire entre deux langues. De Doomi Golo aux
Petits de la Guenon”).
Sharing Beckett’s distaste for translation and Huston’s view of
bilingualism as a source of intellectual stimulation, when discussing his self-translation of
Doomi Golo (translated into French as Petits de la Gueno), Diop affirms, “Je suis à vrai
dire devenu mon propre traducteur sans l’avoir voulu… Ce qui me faisait hésiter [à
traduire ce roman], c’était… la crainte de ne pas pouvoir me rendre disponible pour un
travail intellectuel qui me semblait a priori impitoyable dévoreur de temps et d’énergie”
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[I really became my own translator without wanting to do so… What made me hesitate
[to translate this novel] was… the fear of not being able to make myself available for an
intellectual job that seemed to me to be a ruthless drain on time and energy] (“Écrire
entre deux langues. De Doomi Golo aux Petits de la Guenon”). According to Diop, literal
fidelity appears as an unrealistic and even undesirable objective for self-translators: “…il
est hors de question de faire du mot à mot. La seule alternative à la littéralité, c’est une
immense liberté. Je crois aussi que chaque texte a son propre rapport à la langue
d’accueil” […it’s out of the question to translate word for word. The only alternative to
literality is immense liberty. I also believe that each text has its own relationship to the
target language] (Steinmetz, “Boubacar Boris Diop : ‘L’Afrique est une vaste mosaïque
de langues’”). Diop’s opinion appears particularly appropriate within the context of this
dissertation, considering the ways in which self-translators have been shown to translate
their own texts in a more liberal and re-creative manner than non-authorial translators.
Rather than adhere to a strict sense of literalism, Diop therefore advocates for an
“immense” sense of linguistic and semantic freedom while engaging in the process of
self-translation.
For other translingual francophone authors such as Atiq Rahimi, however,
self-translation can occur not only by and through the semantic and linguistic exchanges
that occur between two languages but also through the exchanges that occur between
different artistic forms and genres, such as the artistic transposition of a novel into a film.
For Rahimi, who obtained political asylum from France and moved from his native
Afghanistan to study audiovisual communication in Rouen in 1985, the transformation/
translation of his literary work into the artistic genre of film has become an essential
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component of his translingual oeuvre. Since his arrival in France, Rahimi has written six
novels: Terre et cendres (2000) [Khâkestar-o-khâk], Les milles maisons du rêve et de la
terreur (2002) [Hazãr khãnah-I khvãb va ikhtinãq], Le retour imaginaire (2005)
[]خیالی بازگشت, Syngué sabour. Pierre de patience (2008), Maudit soit Dostoïevski
(2011), and La balade du calame (2015). Of these works, three were originally written in
Rahimi’s native language (Persian) and then translated into French by Sabrina Nouri as
Terre et cendres, Les milles maisons du rêve et de la terreur, and Le retour imaginaire.
Demonstrating a certain reticence toward self-translating his fiction from Persian to
French and vice-versa, Rahimi has instead opted to translate his work across different
artistic genres, and specifically from the medium of literature to film. In 2004, he adapted
his novel Terre et cendres into a film of the same name that he directed, and in 2013, he
directed and adapted Syngué sabour. Pierre de patience as a film that won several
international awards, including the official selection for the Toronto and Los Angeles
Film Festivals.
Twenty-first century scholars are beginning to examine and interrogate the
nature, effects, and evolution of self-translation as it relates to transnational literary
production and creativity. In her recent book, Writing it Twice: Self-Translation and the
Making of a World Literature in French (2015), Sara Kippur argues that self-translated
literature should in fact be considered as the ideal and exemplary form of world literature,
as it promotes the circulation of international fiction between different cultural and
linguistic divides. Kippur contends:
By writing a single text for two separate literary communities, selftranslators inscribe their works as world literature. As both the author and
the translator, they facilitate the circulation of a literary text across
linguistic and cultural lines, thereby appealing to a mode of reading that
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probes the meaning and effects of such an exchange. It is in this sense that
we can posit self-translation as the paradigmatic example of world
literature, as self-translated texts are immanently and necessarily
connected to two literary communities (11).
Concerning self-translated francophone texts, and particularly those with
translations emanating from countries facing “literary exclusion” and “dire market siege”
(Apter 97) such as Algeria, Afghanistan, and Senegal, other scholars have, on the other
hand, noted how this “circulation” tends to occur more predominately within and toward
the French hexagon. Whereas “translative loss” has been analyzed as a vehicle for
figurative, literary gain promoting the creation of new and original self-translated texts
within the bilingual oeuvre of Samuel Beckett, Julien Green, and Nancy Huston, the
linguistic and aesthetic relationship between literal “loss” and figurative “gain” can also
be observed in the bilingual work of other twenty-first century translingual francophone
writers. By reaffirming and extending the boundaries of self-translation, this final chapter
will therefore view the practice and process of self-translation not only as “the
transposition of a text between two languages” but also as “a complex and dynamic
practice” that has become an integral part of twenty-first century French and francophone
translingual literature.
RACHID BOUDJEDRA
“[L]’écrivain algérien le plus traduit au monde” [The most translated
Algerian author in the world] according to Les Éditions Grasset (Boudjedra, Lettres
algériennes back cover) and “one of the most important contemporary North African
writers in both French and Arabic” (Casanova-Fernandez 204), Rachid Boudjedra is an
interesting case study for the continued development of translingual francophone
literature and self-translation in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. As an Algerian-
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born francophone novelist, poet, playwright, screenwriter, and critic who wrote his work
exclusively in French between 1965 and 1980, switched to writing in Arabic in 1981, and
then began self-translating his Arabic texts into French, Boudjedra has been able to
establish an important dual recognition in both the French and Arabic speaking worlds.
As Farida Abu-Haidar notes, by 1989, all of Boudjedra’s fictional works had been made
available in both the French and Arabic languages, thereby signaling “…a major
achievement for any writer, and a proof of the importance of Boudjedra as an author of
both French and Arabic fiction” (40).
Rachid Boudjedra was born in Aïn Beïda, Algeria on September 5th, 1941
into a middle class “bourgeois” Algerian family. Boudjedra began his studies in
Constantine, Algeria and then attended high school at the lycée Sadikia in Tunis, Tunisia
(“Fiche Personne : Rachid Boudjedra”). In 1959, he became actively involved in the
Algerian independence movement. As a member of the maquis (the Algerian resistance
fighters), and as a representative of the Algerian National Liberation Front (the FLN), he
traveled widely throughout Eastern Europe and Spain between 1959 and 1962
(Casanova-Fernandez 204). After Algeria gained its independence from France in 1962,
Boudjedra returned to his homeland as a politically engaged student and trade unionist
and continued to pursue his studies in philosophy in Algiers followed by Paris. In 1965,
he received a licence in philosophy from the Sorbonne in Paris and defended a
dissertation on Louis-Ferdinand Céline (“Rachid Boudjedra”). Shortly after receiving this
degree, he married a French woman and returned to Aïn Beïda to work as a teacher
(Casanova-Fernandez 204).
Although he initially expressed interest in teaching, following the rise of
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the Islamic president Houari Boumédiène to power in 1965 and the publication of his first
novel, La Répudiation (1969), which posed radical questions concerning the social
conventions and traditions of Islam and Algerian culture, the Algerian government
imposed a fatwa (an Islamic religious decree imposing a dangerous death threat) on him
(Casanova-Fernandez 205). Boudjedra was therefore forced to leave Algeria. Between
1969 and 1972, he lived in France, followed by Rabat, Morocco, where he taught at the
university of Rabat until 1975 (“Rachid Boudjedra”). Returning safely to Algeria in 1975,
Boudjedra obtained a post teaching at the University of Algiers. In 1977, however, he
abandoned this position to become an advisor for the Algerian Minister of Culture and
Information and to write articles for the weekly Algerian magazine Révolution africaine.
In 1981, Boudjedra accepted a job at a governmentally funded publishing company called
the Société Nationale d’Édition et de Diffusion (SNED), which sought to foster the
growth of local literature while opposing the growing French editorial “hegemony” on
international world markets (Casanova-Fernandez 204). Throughout the 1990s,
Boudjedra continued to openly oppose and denounce Islamic fundamentalism, and he
became a strong opponent of the Algerian FIS (the Front Islamique du Salut). In response
to the fraudulent elections and illegitimate rise to power of the Front Islamique du Salut
in 1989, Boudjedra wrote FIS de la haine (1992), in which he criticized the violent,
totalitarian, fascist, and extremist policies of the FIS, denouncing them as “ces fous de
Dieu” [these God-crazed people] and “ces tueurs patentés” [these professional killers]
(Boudjedra, FIS de la haine 16).
Today, Boudjedra divides his time between Algiers and Paris. In addition
to working as a full-time author of literature, he continues to write articles for Révolution
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Africaine and is a member of the Algerian League for the Defense of Human Rights
(Ligue Algérienne pour la Défense des Droits de l’Homme) (“Fiche Personne : Rachid
Boudjedra”). A prolific author, Boudjedra has written over two dozen essays and works
of literature since the publication of his first book of poems, Pour ne plus rêver (1965).
Boudjedra’s other notable literary works include La Répudiation (1969), La vie
quotidienne en Algérie (1971), Topographie idéale pour une agression caractérisée
(1975), L’Escargot entêté (1977), Le Démantèlement (1982), and L’Insolation (1987).
Initially written in French, a number of Boudjedra’s novels, which include Le
Démantèlement (1982), La Macération (1984), La Pluie (1987), and La Prise de
Gibraltar (1987), have also been self-translated into Arabic. Furthermore, it is interesting
to note that Boudjedra’s first Arabic-language novel, Al-Tafakkuk (1981), was also the
first novel that he self-translated into French as Le Démantèlement (1982). Promoting the
cultural, political, and ethical awareness of French and Arabic-speaking readers while
bridging the gap between twentieth and twenty-first century francophone literary
sensibilities, Boudjedra has written a number of other notable books in French over the
past three decades, which include Le Désordre des choses (1991), Lettres algériennes
(1995), Fascination (2000), Les funérailles (2003), Hôtel Saint Georges (2007), and Les
figuiers de Barbarie (2010).
Today, Boudjedra continues to write as a politically engaged author, and
his texts are considered to be highly controversial and even revolutionary among certain
French and Arabic-speaking audiences. As Hafid Gafaïti and Patricia Geesey remark,
Boudjedra’s work “has been regarded as revolutionary within the context of the Arabic
novel, but this judgment has proved even more valid since 1981, when he began to write
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in Arabic and to translate (or to have his work translated) into French” (89). However,
unlike Beckett, Green, and Huston, who began writing in a second language for distinct
personal, linguistic, and psychological reasons, Boudjedra’s motivation for writing in
Arabic was more political in nature. In an interview, Boudjedra admitted, “Si j’ai décidé
en 1981 d’écrire exclusivement en arabe, c’est parce que je voulais moderniser le roman
arabe qui est encore à la traîne” [If, in 1981, I decided to write only in Arabic, it’s
because I wanted to modernize the Arabic novel, which is still lagging behind].
According to Boudjedra, literature can only be valuable and engaging if it is used to
invoke social and political change: “J’ai toujours pensé que la littérature ne pouvait être
de qualité et intéressante que si elle devenait un élément de changement, de
bouleversement…” [I have always believed that literature can only be valuable and
interesting if it becomes an element of change, of upheaval…] (Gafaïti and Geesey 89).
In other words, Boudjedra’s writing clearly favors the exchange of provocative ideas that
are used to unsettle traditional political and social practices in France and Algeria.
As scholars such as Emily Apter have observed, “For a writer like
Boudjedra… there is a translational violence seething inside the act of writing” (106).
Characterized by turbulent, evocative, and controversial writing, Boudjedra’s texts have
received equally passionate and contrasting degrees of scorn and praise. As Gafaïti and
Geesey affirm, Boudjedra “is an unusual person who provokes the most diverse reactions,
ranging from the most passionate attachment to the most virulent hostility” (90). In
relation to the highly controversial nature of his work, they explain, “His political
positions are often iconoclastic, and his work is deeply unsettling not only in an Arabic
context, but also in France…” (89). For Gafaïti and Geesey, Boudjedra’s work
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“constitutes a thematic as well as a narrative subversion” (90). Evidently, it is this
vehement sense of subversion and resistance that has earned him such polarized
sentiments of outrage and admiration in France and North Africa.
As a representative of the Front de Libération Nationale, as a former
maquisard in the Algerian resistance movement, as the secretary-general of the Algerian
Human Rights League, and as an essayist and writer for various journals and newspapers,
Boudjedra has broached a number of highly disquieting themes in his writing, from
French-Algerian colonial conflicts, wars, sexual taboos, and political corruption in
Algeria to racism and violence in France. For example, in Boudjedra’s first novel, La
Répudiation (1969), he presents his readers with an overt critique of the sexual and social
mores of Algerian society. According to Farida Abu-Haidar, La Répudiation “openly
challenges the social and sexual norms of Algerian society” (42). It therefore broaches
topics that were typically considered to be highly controversial among Maghrebi readers,
including themes of incest, rape, and homosexuality. Although La Répudiation was
awarded a French literary prize, Le Prix des Enfants Terribles, it was banned from
Algeria throughout the 1970s. And in spite of the fact that some of Boudjedra’s other
early works, which include La Vie quotidienne en Algérie (1971) and L’Insolation
(1972), were well received by French audiences for their critical depictions of Algerian
politics and society, Abu-Haidar observes how Boudjedra’s third novel, Topographie
idéale pour une aggression caractérisée (1975), caused great discontent among French
readers for its disconcerting depiction of French “complacency” and racism (Abu-Haidar
44). Similarly, critics such as Gafaïti and Geesey note how Boudjedra’s work “occupies a
unique place in the Algerian and Arabic literary scene” as it serves to question and even
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challenge the political and literary institutions of France and Algeria (90). Over the past
five decades, Boudjedra has been somewhat successful in dividing his literary and
linguistic identity between France and Algeria while working to confirm his reputation as
a “bilingually articulate” author who continues to project his work onto two different
cultures (Abu-Haidar 56).
In Lettres algériennes (1995), which Boudjedra dedicated to the memory
of his deceased friend, Rachid Mimouni, a noteworthy Algerian author and intellectual
who was persecuted by Islamic fundamentalists between the 1970s and the 1990s,
Boudjedra offers a series of compelling reflections on language, exile, bilingualism,
racism, politics, and biculturalism as seen through the eyes of an exiled Algerian
translingual writer. Calling Paris “une ville à la fois raciste et antiraciste” [a
simultaneously racist and anti-racist city] (16), Boudjedra offers his readers numerous
intimate, striking, and provocative reflections on his own personal experience living
between France and Algeria. As a bilingual French and Arabic-speaking author,
Boudjedra also observes the complex and disorienting nature of thinking and writing in
both of his languages. Boudjedra declares, “Écrire, dire c’est essentiellement se battre
avec les mots si nombreux, si glissants et si fuyants qu’il est impossible de les contenir
trop longtemps. Toutes les langues ont trop de mots pour dire les choses” [Writing
essentially means fighting with so many words, words that are so slippery and evasive
that it’s impossible to hold them in for too long. All languages have too many words for
saying things] (21). Criticizing the French language for being too “volubile” [talkative],
Boudjedra elaborates upon this reflection by articulating his equally intense feelings of

232
frustration toward the Arabic language, which he describes as being characterized by an
excessive number of words:
La langue arabe, elle, est excessive ! C’est peut-être de là que viennent
mes problèmes avec les mots français ! Il y a six cents mots arabes pour
nommer le lion. Trois cent quatre-vingt-sept pour le cheval. Quatre-vingtdix-neuf pour le sexe mâle. Autant pour le sexe femelle [The Arabic
language is excessive! My problems with French words probably stem
from this fact. There are six hundred Arabic words for lion. Three hundred
and eighty-seven for the word horse. Ninety-nine for male genitalia. Just
as many for female genitalia] (21-22).
As a bilingual French and Arabic speaking author and self-translator,
Boudjedra is particularly sensitive to the aesthetic and linguistic disparities that occur in
and between his languages. On the nature of literal and figurative loss in translation,
Boudjedra’s Lettres algériennes offers yet another important reflection on the ways in
which his three languages, French, Arabic, and Berber, interact within the context of his
daily written and spoken utterances: “En un mot, c’est parce que je suis ballotté entre les
mots arabes, les mots berbères et les mots français que chaque fois que je m’exprime
oralement ou par écrit, il y a une perdition, une sorte de fuite du sens et des sens” [In
short, because I am tossed about among Arabic words, Berber words, and French words,
each time that I express myself orally or in writing, there is a sense of distress, a sort of
loss of sense and of the senses] (23-24). Although the Arabic language contains an
“excessive” number of words, Boudjedra’s reflection demonstrates how he experiences a
dramatic sense of linguistic loss when shuttling between two or more languages.
Though Boudjedra criticizes certain opportunistic, bilingual Arabic and
French-speaking authors for chasing after “les prix littéraires et les légions d’honneur en
se fichant complètement de la langue française qui n’est bonne qu’à leur remplir leurs
poches…” [literary awards and legions of honor while not caring at all about the French
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language, which only serves to fill their pockets…] (29), he juxtaposes this image with
his own inevitable reasons for writing in French: “Pour moi, Algérien, je n’ai pas choisi
le français. Il m’a choisi, ou plutôt il s’est imposé à moi à travers des siècles de sang et de
larmes et à travers l’histoire douloureuse de la longue nuit coloniale” [As an Algerian, I
did not choose French. It chose me, or rather, it imposed itself upon me through centuries
of blood and tears, and through the painful history of the long colonial night] (30). Here,
Boudjedra notes the existence of a deeper, unsettling reason for his decision to write in
French: the historical and linguistic legacy of French colonialism in Algeria.
Writing in French and Arabic and then self-translating his work into either
language, Boudjedra has sought to use his literature as a political weapon to disconcert
fundamentalist, conservative, and bourgeois ideologies in France and the Arabicspeaking world. Resisting and escaping a national death threat from his native Algeria,
Boudjedra continues to be persecuted as an intellectual and to live between two very
different yet historically intertwined cities: Algiers and Paris. Whether he is openly
defending his adherence to atheism on Arabic television or criticizing Islamic
fundamentalism, racism, war, and the persistent after-effects of French colonialism,
Boudjedra’s self-translated “écriture double” [double writing] (Fili-Tullon 44) carries a
universally humanitarian message: “…je voudrais dire à mes amis occidentaux que nous
sommes tous embarqués dans la même galère et qu’il est temps pour nous d’arrêter cette
régression du monde, et son désastre” […I would like to tell my western friends that we
are all aboard the same boat and that it is time for us to stop this worldwide regression,
and its disaster] (Boudjedra, Lettres algériennes 206).
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BOUBACAR BORIS DIOP
Described as “one of the most prominent contemporary Francophone
writers” (“Boubacar Boris Diop”), Boubacar Boris Diop stands out as another politically
engaged African author who has published a number of prize-winning French-language
novels, including Le Temps de Tamango (1981), Les Tambours de la mémoire (1991),
and Le Cavalier et son ombre (1997).50 In addition to writing novels in French, Diop has
written plays, essays, and screenplays, as well as a number of polemical articles for
various Senegalese newspapers such as Le Matin de Dakar (an independent newspaper
that was once run by him) and other foreign newspapers and magazines, which include
Neue Zürcher Zeitung (a Swiss magazine), New African (a London-based magazine), and
Afrique, perspectives et réalités (a Parisian magazine). As demonstrated by the
translingual and self-translated work of Rachid Boudjedra, French-speaking North
African and Sub-Saharan African writers, who are often burdened by past and present
colonial histories of violence, have the ability to use their bilingual writing as a tool for
promoting political justice and awareness within and outside of their homelands. For
Diop, this highly informed and politically engaged mode of writing stems from his past
and present work as a journalist and his previous work as a counselor for the Senegalese
cultural minister. More specifically, Diop has written and continues to write critical op-ed
pieces on topics as diverse as “Avertissement ivorien à la ‘Françafrique’” (Le Mode
Diplomatique March 2005), “The danger of ‘yes sir’ politics” (New African June 2016)
and “Manufacturing consent in the digital age” (New African December 2016).
50

Le Temps de Tamango (1981) was awarded the Prix du bureau sénégalais du droit
d’auteur; Les Tambours de la mémoire (1991) was awarded the Grand Prix de la
République du Sénégal pour les lettres; and Le Cavalier et son ombre (1997) was
awarded the Prix Tropiques.
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Born in Dakar, Senegal on October 26, 1946 to a Senegalese accountant
for the colonial government and a nurse named Soukeyna Sall, Boubacar Boris Diop
attended elementary school in Dakar and Thiès, Senegal, followed by high school at the
Lycée Van Vollenhoven in Dakar (Sugnet 213). After finishing high school, Diop studied
philosophy and literature at the University of Dakar and earned an undergraduate degree
in modern literature before obtaining work as a high school teacher of literature and
philosophy. Yet, after the publication of his first French novel, Le temps de Tamango
[The Time of Tamango], in 1981, Diop abandoned teaching to enroll in a journalism
program at the University of Dakar. Following the completion of his graduate studies,
Diop obtained a series of jobs as a journalist, first with the Africa Tribune, Le Soleil, and
Sud Magazine (an alternative, non-governmental daily paper that he also co-founded in
1986), and later with Le Matin de Dakar and Démocraties. As Charles Sugnet notes,
Diop was eventually able to quit journalism and support himself by working as a fulltime author in the late 1990s (214). Today, in addition to writing novels, essays, and
plays in French and Wolof, Diop works as a Visiting Professor at various universities in
Africa, Canada, Europe, Lebanon, and the United States while also leading writing
workshop initiatives in Burkina Faso, Mali, Nigeria, and Senegal. Although Diop spends
the majority of his time in Senegal, he makes frequent trips to France, where much of his
work continues to be published.
As a “socially and politically committed writer” who is “deeply involved
in the African continent (where he mostly lives),” Diop’s work tends to focus on
historical and political issues that are reflective of his native country’s traditional practice
of storytelling (Carré 103). Whereas Kofi Anyidoho, a Ghanaian poet and academic, has
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offered a list of the four major literary “options” for African writers, “1) to choose
colonial language without trying to change it; 2) to turn the colonial language into a
weapon for self-recognition by way of ‘Africanizing’ it; 3) to go back to one’s mother
tongue; or 4) to reinvent the mother tongue as a national language for the diaspora”
(Carré 102), Diop appears to have achieved all four of these goals at one point or another
during his literary career. In the case of his first self-translated text, Doomi Golo (2003),
which he wrote in his native language (Wolof) and then translated into French as Les
petits de la guenon [The Babies of the She-Monkey] (2009) with the French publisher
Philippe Rey, Diop made the politically conscious decision not only to write in a more
obscure and marginalized language such as Wolof but also to promote and celebrate the
literature of his native country.
In 1998, following the Rwandan genocidal slaughter of Tutsis by the Hutu
government, Diop went to Rwanda to participate in a writing workshop organized by
Nocky Djedanoum called “Rwanda, écrire par devoir de mémoire” [Rwanda, writing as
duty to collective memory]. As Diop explains in an interview, the objective of the project
was “rassembler des écrivains africains pour parler du génocide des Tutsis du Rwanda”
[to bring together African writers to talk about the genocide of the Tutsis of Rwanda] and
to prompt the authors of the group to “…écrire sans que ce soit obligatoire. Écrire par
devoir de mémoire en quelque sorte” […write without being obliged to. Write, somehow,
as duty to collective memory] (Moulzo, “Rwanda : interview de Boubacar Boris Diop”).
Critic Nathalie Carré observes how Diop “discovered that language policies had taken a
not inconsiderable part in the Rwandan genocide” due to the fact that a French
intervention in the region had failed to prevent the tragic event from occurring. As a
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result, Diop “decided to distance himself from a linguistic world that could be seen as
stained with blood” and to “go back to his mother tongue to reflect on it and try to find
answers” (Carré 103). This statement shows how Diop not only integrates history,
politics, and international human rights issues into his writing, but also how these
important issues have a profound and indelible influence on the language in which he
chooses to write.
Although Diop claims that there was “no direct link between going to
Rwanda and writing in Wolof” and affirms that Murambi, le livre des ossements (2000)
[Murambi, the Book of Bones] was the book that emerged directly from this initiative, he
does make the following observation about the impact of this experience on his final
decision to write it as Doomi Golo in Wolof: “…if I had not gone to Rwanda, I would
never have written in my mother tongue” (Tadjo 427). Diop elaborates, “J’en avais
pourtant l’intention depuis longtemps (écrire en Ouolof) ma langue maternelle, le
Rwanda a été pour moi le signal que le moment était venu. Tout ce qui suivra ensuite sera
marqué par cet événement” [For a long time, I had the intention (of writing in Wolof) my
native language; Rwanda was, for me, the signal that the moment had come. Everything
that happens after that will be marked by this event] (Moulzo, “Rwanda : interview de
Boubacar Boris Diop”). In contrast to Huston’s psychologically distressing experience
with maternal loss and abandonment, which greatly influenced her decision to move to
France to become a translingual writer and self-translator of French fiction, Diop’s
encounter with the painful and traumatic experience of death and violence in Rwanda
triggered an intense desire to return to writing in his native language. This sudden
linguistic shift also demonstrates the extent to which such a painful and traumatic
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international crisis has the power to deeply affect and influence the writing of
translingual writers and self-translators such as Diop. As opposed to Huston’s disturbing
experience with maternal abandonment, for Diop, this abrupt, linguistic transition
originated from a more pressing international humanitarian agenda. As Diop himself
explains,
Where does this hatred of the self come from, this scorn for one’s culture,
one’s language, of everything which in sum identifies us in relation to the
others? It comes from colonization. Before going to Rwanda, I was
strongly influenced by the works of Fanon, Cheikh Anta Diop, and Cabral,
but in the end I had argued to myself that they came from another time.
The genocide of the Tutis nonetheless quickly brought me back to them. I
returned to an author like Cheikh Anta Diop and understood just how
important it was to write in one’s mother tongue (Moulzo, “Rwanda :
interview de Boubacar Boris Diop”).
Like Boudjedra, Diop’s linguistic return to his native tongue was, among
other things, a reflection of the disquieting and even unresolved historical legacy of
colonization in Africa. Moreover, it reflected his sudden understanding of the need to
write, inform, and educate the people of the Sub-Saharan African diaspora. Though Diop
would continue to write novels, plays, and essays in French, he began to comprehend the
general significance of writing in Wolof while rediscovering his former admiration for
other important African authors such as Frantz Fanon and Cheikh Anta Diop. Like the
writers before him, Diop wanted to remind his African readers of their own historical and
literary legacies. Furthermore, his decision to write in Wolof evolved from a deeper
comprehension of the tragic and cyclical nature of war and violence in politically
polarized African countries such as Rwanda. Rather than write in a second language to
“faire remarquer moi” as Beckett had done, Diop made the decision to return to writing in
his first language (Wolof) in order to address a more limited audience while exposing
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urgent political, economic, ethical, and social issues such as war, violence, genocide,
political corruption, and injustice in his native homeland.
Doomi Golo is Diop’s story of a Senegalese grandfather named Ngiraan
who describes his life in Dakar to his absent grandson, Badu, through a series of
chronologically written notebooks. It is a novel that is characterized by intercalated
dreams, digressions, and narratives that stress the familiar oral traditions and literary
heritage of Diop’s native Senegal. As Jonathan Repinecz contends, “An important theme
is the novel’s celebration of a specifically Wolof literary heritage: references to that
language’s oral traditions and written heritage abound, deliberately constructing a visible,
trans-genre, Afrocentric literary canon within which Diop can intervene as a Woloflanguage writer…” (57). In returning to a traditionally oral language characterized by
spoken utterances, Diop replicates a clear sense of musical and poetic orality in his Wolof
narrative. In fact, Diop claims that he was deeply affected by the rhythmic and sonorous
nature of his writing in Wolof: “The text flowed of its own accord and I simply echoed
the sounds around me or even voices which had surrounded me for such a long time
since, in Senegalese society which is officially francophone, no one uses French in
everyday life” (Tadjo 427).
Like Boudjedra’s personal, emotional, and political experience with
French and Arabic, Diop has explained how the French and Wolof languages have
displayed different affective qualities for him. In a 1999 interview with Jean-Marie Volet,
Diop observes, “Le français – ou l’anglais – est une langue de cérémonie, et ses codes, à
la fois grammaticaux et culturels, ont quelque chose d’intimidant” [French – or English –
is a ceremonial language, and its codes, which are both grammatical and cultural, have
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something intimidating about them] (Tadjo 105). By comparison, Diop has described
Wolof as being a language that is very comfortable, familiar, and malleable to him:
“…j’ai une plus grande aisance dans ma langue maternelle. Les gestes banals de tous les
jours se laissent dessiner sans réticence par ma plume et je n’ai plus besoin de longs
détours pour exprimer les sentiments les plus simples” [I am much more at ease in my
native language. Mundane everyday movements are described without reluctance by my
pen, and I no longer need long digressions to explain the most simple feelings] (Carré
105). Although Diop experienced a relatively tardy literary return to his native language,
it is clear that he was able to adopt a noticeably different style of writing in Wolof.
Compared to Wolof, the French language appeared to be more rigid, formulaic, and
unemotional for him.
It is therefore unsurprising that Doomi Golo and Diop’s corresponding
French translation, Les petits de la guenon [The Babies of the She-Monkey], appear as
two very different versions of each other. Whereas certain bilingual French and Wolofspeaking readers have claimed that the original Wolof-language version of the novel “felt
more natural” while managing to better “convey the rhythm, voices and subtleties of
Senegalese life” (Carré 105), in a visual and structural sense, like Beckett’s, Green’s, and
Huston’s bilingual oeuvre, Diop relied heavily on rewriting and “translative loss” to
translate his work into French. As Nathalie Carré observes, “In translating – or
transposing – into French, Diop had to suppress pages of work – for example, when
Badou meets his childhood friend” (108). As a scene that appeared to be “too sénégalosénégalais’” for the author to translate into French, Diop decided to omit this episode
from his French translation, Les petits de la guenon. Here, Diop resorted to “translative
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loss” rather than faithfully translating and transposing this portion of his text into French.
Regarding Diop’s use of creative rewriting in translation, Carré also observes how, in his
self-translation of Doomi Golo, “he sometimes developed the story in a different way
because he considered that the writing was more interesting in French” (108). These
observations continue to demonstrate the extent to which francophone bilingual authors
and self-translators such as Diop not only afford themselves substantial linguistic and
semantic liberties in translation, but also use literal “translative loss” as an integral
component of their translative practices.
Although Diop has recently initiated a collection of Wolof-language
books, called Céytu, with Les Éditions Zulma, he continues to publish the majority of his
work in French. Other recent French publications include L’Impossible Innocence (2004),
Kaveena (2006), L'Afrique au-delà du miroir (2007), and La Gloire des imposteurs :
Lettres sur le Mali et l'Afrique (2014). As a writer, self-translator, journalist, political
activist, professor of philosophy, and humanitarian, Diop uses his bilingual writing to
spread political, social, ethical, and historical awareness throughout France and Africa.
Armed with his transnational journalistic and literary initiatives, he continues to counter,
what he has described as being a disturbing “Kafkaesque situation” in Senegal in which
“95% of Senegalese do not understand, cannot read and cannot write French. They use
Wolof in daily life, but French continues to be the official language of the country”
(Tadjo 428). Although Diop is not as heavily involved in the practice and process of selftranslation as some of the other authors discussed in this dissertation, he is an important
translingual francophone author whose work bridges a number of compelling styles,
voices, and messages. Finally, his return to writing in Wolof can be seen as a kind of
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inevitable rite of passage for many self-translators; it is a psycholinguistic reconciliation
with the self-translator’s ever-evolving double sense of identity. One could perhaps claim
that Diop’s literary identity is not merely doubled; it is tripartite. In fact, as a francophone
writer and self-translator, Diop has also defined himself in terms of his informative work
as a journalist: “…when I write a journalistic piece, the facts precede the text and, when I
am writing a novel, the reverse is true. The text precedes the facts, which I can ‘work on’
at will” (Tadjo 426). Fiction, reality, and self-translation are therefore three integral
components of Diop’s translingual oeuvre.
VASSILIS ALEXAKIS
Described in France as an “écrivain francophone majeur” [a major
francophone writer] (Redouane 159) and a “[f]igure importante de la littérature
francophone grecque” [an important figure of francophone Greek literature] (OktapodaLu and Lalagianni 111), Vassilis Alexakis is another essential case study not only for
better comprehending the art and practice of self-translation but also for observing some
of the key linguistic and psycholinguistic stakes of bilingualism, exile, and translingual
writing. Born in Santorini, Greece, on December 25th, 1943, Alexakis is the son of Greek
comedian Yannis Alexakis. He first began learning French at the age of ten at the French
Institute of Athens (l’Institut français d’Athènes) (“Vassilis Alexakis Biographie”), and at
the age of seventeen, he obtained a three-year scholarship to study journalism in Lille,
France (“Vassilis Alexakis”). Although he returned to Greece to complete his military
service, on April 21, 1967, a coup d’état, which brought a military dictatorship (called a
“military junta”) to power in Greece, prompted him to leave his homeland to settle in
Paris, France in 1968.
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Since his return to France in the 1960s, Alexakis has established his career
as an esteemed translingual, Franco-Greek writer and self-translator who travels
frequently between France and Greece, splitting his time between a studio in Paris, an
apartment in Athens, and a house in Tinos, Greece (“Vassilis Alexakis Biographie”). In
addition to writing novels, short stories, and newspaper and magazine articles in French
and Greek, Alexakis has written plays and autobiographical texts in both of his languages
(Lalagianni and Antoniadou 131). In addition, Alexakis is a filmmaker who has written
and directed several films for French television and film industries (“Vassilis Alexakis
Biographie”). Finally, as an illustrator, Alexakis has published several collections of
drawings and has sketched illustrations for various newspapers in both France and
Greece. More importantly, and since the publication of his first French-language novel,
Le Sandwich, in 1974, Alexakis has written over twenty literary works that have won a
variety of awards in France, including Talgo (1983), Paris-Athènes (1989), Avant (1992;
this novel was awarded the prix Alexandre Vialatte and the prix Albert Camus), La
langue maternelle (1995, awarded the prix Médicis), Les mots étrangers (2002), Ap. J.-C.
(2007, awarded the Grand Prix du Roman de l'Académie Française), and L’Enfant grec
(2012).
In recent years, Alexakis has received growing interest and attention from
translation and translingual literature scholars. The fact that Alexakis writes and
publishes his work in French and Greek, chooses to write certain texts in French, others
in Greek, and then to frequently translate his own novels from one language into the other
makes him, as one critic affirms, the incarnation of “le type d’écrivain de ‘l’entre-deux’
qui vit dans la situation d’‘étrangéité’” [the type of writer of ‘the in-between’ who lives
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in a situation of ‘foreignness’] (Lalagianni and Antoniadou 131). Over the past two
decades, critics have therefore focused on studying questions of identity, bilingualism,
exile, language, travel, displacement, and translation as they relate to Alexakis’ works.
The fact that, like Green, Alexakis has written a number of autobiographical “récits”
[narratives], including Paris-Athènes, La langue maternelle, and L’enfant grec, makes his
work particularly receptive to this kind of analysis, along with the fact that many of his
novels deal with semi-autobiographical themes such as travel, writing, bilingualism,
exile, parental death, and geographical and linguistic displacement. In fact, as Anthoula
Rontogianni and Katerina Spiropoulou observe, “la plupart des romans d’Alexakis sont
centrés sur la question de la langue, de l’identité, des mots et de l’exil” [the majority of
Alexakis’ novels are centered on the question of language, identity, words, and exile]
(47). Similarly, Vassiliki Lalagianni and Olympia Antoniadou claim that “Alexakis
communique dans ses textes largement autofictifs ainsi que dans ses entretiens, son
expérience de déracinement géographique et linguistique ; il analyse les effets de l’exil
ainsi que ceux du bilinguisme qu’il entretient en traduisant ses propres romans” [Alexakis
communicates, in his mostly auto-fictional texts, as well as in his interviews, his
experience of geographical and linguistic displacement; he analyzes the effects of exile as
well as those of the bilingualism that he maintains by translating his own novels] (131).
As a translingual francophone writer of Greek origin, Alexakis claims that
he did not have a very logical or linear reason for writing in French: “Je n’ai pour ma part
aucune excuse d’écrire en français : je viens d’un pays non francophone, ma langue
maternelle n’est pas uniquement une langue orale, je n’ai pas rompu mes liens avec elle,
enfin, il y a bien longtemps que la Grèce s’est débarrassée des colonels” [As for me, I
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don’t have any excuse for writing in French: I come from a non-francophone country, my
native language is not a uniquely oral language, I did not break away from it, at any rate,
it has been a long time since Greece got rid of its colonels] (Lalagianni and Antoniadou
47). Alexakis acknowledges that his linguistic and geographical exile in France was a
self-imposed choice, which did not stem from any one single cause. Further, he
recognizes his unusual and idiosyncratic sense of linguistic “étrangéité,” which is a
typical trait of all translingual francophone writers.
Alexakis has, in other ways, frequently reflected on his identity as a
translingual author who continues to live and travel between France and Greece.
Following the publication of his first Greek-language novel, which was self-translated
into French and then published in France in 1983 as Talgo, Alexakis observes how
writing in his maternal language allowed him to reconcile himself with his displaced
Greek identity and his native homeland: “[Talgo] m’a réconcilié avec la Grèce et avec
moi-même. Il m’a rendu mon identité grecque. Je pouvais désormais me regarder
sereinement dans la glace.” [[Talgo] reconciled me with Greece and with myself. It
returned my Greek identity to me. From this point forward, I could look at myself calmly
in the mirror] (Lalagianni and Antoniadou 132). Similar to Nancy Huston’s challenging
psycholinguistic return to and reconciliation with her native language in Plainsong
(1993), Alexakis’ return to Greek with Tἀλγko (1980) / Talgo (1983) demonstrated an
intense desire to rediscover and reassume an essential part of his initial identity. More
specifically, writing has been, and continues to be, a way for Alexakis to come to terms
with his evolving dual sense of identity as a Franco-Greek translingual writer.
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From a linguistic standpoint, Alexakis suggests that this return to Greek
also emerged from a deeper pressing desire to re-master his native tongue: “Au bout de
treize années passées en France, au cours desquelles j’ai écrit presque exclusivement en
français, j’ai éprouvé le besoin de renouer avec ma langue maternelle” [After spending
thirteen years in France, during which time I wrote almost exclusively in French, I felt
the need to rejoin my native language again] (Alexakis, Talgo 84). For critics such as
Efstratia Oktapoda-Lu, Vassiliki Lalagianni, and Anne-Rosine Delbart, Alexakis’
oscillation between the French and Greek languages is in fact reflective of certain literary
and aesthetic tendencies in his work. According to Oktapoda-Lu and Lalagianni, for
example, “Alexakis fait du français sa langue d’écriture ; il écrit d’abord en français
avant de s’exprimer en grec ; ce qui le fait aussi éprouver des doutes à propos de son
choix” [Alexakis makes French his language of writing; he first writes in French before
expressing himself in Greek; this also makes him feel doubts about his choice] (113). By
contrast, in Les exilés du langage. Un siècle d’écrivains venus d’ailleurs (1919-2000)
(2005), Anne-Rosine Delbart observes that “[Alexakis] écrit ses livres les plus intimes en
grec et les plus drôles en français, ‘parce qu’[il] a une certaine distance avec le français et
que l’humour se nourrit de distance”’ [[Alexakis] writes his most intimate books in Greek
and his funniest ones in French, ‘because [he] has a certain distance with French and
because humor feeds itself on distance’] (39). This observation appears to be particularly
apropos when considering Alexakis’ personal reflections on this subject: “Je crois que
mes romans français sont plus légers que mes textes grecs. Ma langue maternelle
m'émeut forcément davantage. En somme, j'ai une langue pour rire et une langue pour
pleurer.” [I believe that my French novels are lighter than my Greek texts. My native
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language certainly affects me more. In short, I have one language for laughing and one
language for crying] (Alexakis, “Une langue pour rire, une langue pour pleurer” 343).
Considering Alexakis’ inveterate practice of self-translation,
contemporary scholars have begun to view his self-translated texts as clear examples of
creative rewriting and revision. For Anthoula Rontogianni and Katerina Spiropoulou, for
instance, “Alexakis appartient à cette catégorie d’écrivains bilingues qui, loin de
s’abandonner à l’impulsion de l’inconscient, réécrivent leurs ouvrages consciemment
sans que la réécriture dans la seconde langue soit définitive” [Alexakis belongs to this
category of bilingual writers who, far from abandoning themselves to unconscious
instinct, consciously rewrite their works without allowing the rewriting in the second
language to be definitive] (51). In fact, as Alexakis himself has noted, his unique practice
of self-translation is often a continual, revisionary, and even simultaneous one in which
he assiduously edits and revises both versions of his work. Similar to Huston’s view of
translation, Alexakis believes that self-translation is a way for him to improve his writing
in both French and Greek. According to him, the final, definitive versions of his texts are
the ones that appear in the second language in which he chooses to write. The preliminary
second version of the text thereby becomes a sort of “false” translation for him. Alexakis
explains,
J’écris une première version. Dès que le livre existe, mais qu’il n’est pas
encore abouti dans la première langue, je prolonge le travail d’écriture en
effectuant une révision de la première version à travers une nouvelle
langue. Je récupère alors toutes les améliorations apportées par cette
fausse traduction pour corriger la première version. On pourrait dire qu’il
n’y a pas de version originale. La version définitive du texte apparaît dans
la seconde langue. Il s’établit ainsi avant la publication un dialogue entre
les deux langues. [I write a first version. As soon as the book exists, but
that it is not yet finished in the initial language, I continue the task of
writing by revising the first version through a new language. I retrieve all
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of the improvements made by this false translation in order to correct the
first version. We could say that there is no original version. The definitive
version of the text appears in the second language. A dialogue between the
two languages is therefore established before the publication of the text]
(Rontogianni and Spiropoulou 52).
In this manner, Alexakis is able to create a dialogue between both of his
languages. Self-translation, even as a simultaneous, premature, and imprecise process of
writing, is a way for him to improve his texts. Like the translative experiences of Beckett,
Green, and Huston, Alexakis’ experience with self-translation is a constant, evolving, and
fastidious act of revision and rewriting. Although Alexakis did not have a very logical,
pressing, or politically compelling reason for speaking and writing in French, his work
has now become an integral part of twentieth and twenty-first century francophone
literature. For Alexakis, “Le grec est la langue de ma mère, le français celle de mes
enfants. Je ne pense pas qu’il y a lieu de choisir […] Peut-être ai-je trouvé dans les deux
langues un territoire où je me sens moi-même.” [Greek is the language of my mother,
French is the language of my children. I don’t think that I can choose between the two…
Maybe I have found a territory within the two languages where I can feel like myself]
(Rontogianni and Spiropoulou 53).
TOWARD A NEW TRANSLINGUAL FRANCOPHONIE
Over the past decade, scholars have begun to pay increasing attention to
the phenomenon of self-translation, and “self-translation studies” (see Anselmi 2012) has
emerged as a new and growing field of interest. Moreover, self-translated, translingual
literature has continued to flourish in France in the twenty-first century. In the wake of
such recent texts as Writing it Twice: Self-Translation and the Making of a World
Literature in French by Sara Kippur (2015), Self-Translation: Brokering Originality in
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Hybrid Culture edited by Anthony Cordingley (2013), and The Bilingual Text: History
and Theory of Literary Self-Translation by Jan Hokenson and Marcella Munson (2006),
critics have begun to analyze the work of new and noteworthy translingual francophone
writers like Vassilis Alexakis, Hector Bianciotti, Andreï Makine, Gao Xingjian, Rachid
Boudjedra, Camille Meloy, Dai Sijie, and Atiq Rahimi, among others. And since the
publication of such seminal texts as Alien Tongues: Bilingual Russian Writers of the
“First” Emigration (1989), Beckett and Babel: An Investigation into the Status of the
Bilingual Work (1988), and The Translingual Imagination (2000), scholars have begun to
examine and assess the complete bilingual oeuvre of translingual writers and selftranslators. This final chapter has considered some of the more prominent linguistic,
semantic, and psycholinguistic stakes present in the self-translated work of three
twentieth and twenty-first century translingual francophone writers: Rachid Boudjedra,
Boubacar Boris Diop, and Vassilis Alexakis. All three of these authors have unique
reasons for writing in French, and their geographical and translingual parcours are
marked by distinct personal, political, and historical factors. Like Beckett, Green, and
Huston, they all possess a “doubly privileged status as an author(ity) and as an authorized
agent” (Grutman 324), and they have therefore forged very distinct double literary
identities in both France and their native countries.
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CONCLUSION
In analyzing the self-translated work and non-authorial translations of
Samuel Beckett, Julien Green, and Nancy Huston, this dissertation has examined the
relationship between “translative loss,” i.e. the visible, literal omission of various words,
phrases, and sentences, and figurative gain in translation. More specifically, it has
observed the ways in which “translative loss” can occur not only in the self-translated
texts of the three central francophone authors of this dissertation, but also, and to a lesser
degree, in other non-authorial translations of their work. Assessing the advantageous
structural, linguistic, and aesthetic effects of “translative loss” and rewriting in translation
has revealed the specific ways in which self-translators tend to present more liberal and
re-creative interpretations of their original source texts than do non-authorial translators.
By frequently resorting to omission and rewriting in translation, self-translators such as
Beckett, Green, and Huston have been shown to produce second target source texts that
can be viewed as new and original works of literature. In comparing a selection of
authorial to non-authorial translations of the work of Beckett, Green, and Huston, this
analysis has affirmed that, in opposition to non-authorial translation, which tends to
adhere to a closer sense of lexical, syntactic, and semantic fidelity, “translative loss” in
self-translation, as exemplified by the bilingual work of these three authors, serves to
produce an important net gain of linguistic, semantic, and structural refinement. The final
chapter of this dissertation, which has examined other “études de cas,” including Rachid
Boudjedra, Boubacar Boris Diop, and Vassilis Alexakis, has shown that although
contemporary francophone self-translators possess unique and compelling reasons for
writing in a foreign language, they nevertheless adhere to similar translative practices,
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which are once again defined by and through “translative loss,” creative rewriting, and
linguistic and semantic refinement.
Navigating the different aesthetic and linguistic effects of rewriting and
literal loss within the bilingual work of Beckett, Green, and Huston has revealed the
many ways in which meaning, coherence, and linguistic clarity can, in turn, be gained in
translation. Concurrently, this dissertation has demonstrated the ways in which
“translative loss” can be intentional, unintentional, and/or circumstantial. For certain
twentieth and twenty-first century francophone translingual writers such as Huston and
Alexakis, the view of self-translation as a mode of linguistic and semantic
“improvement” appears to be particularly insightful. For other writers such as Green and
Beckett, self-translation has been shown to reduce and revise the text while rendering it
more accessible to a new target language, culture, and audience. By comparison, for other
contemporary translingual francophone writers such as Boudjedra and Diop, selftranslation, as a product, has become a way to inform and educate underrepresented
cultures and countries while simultaneously denouncing political corruption, violence,
war, and genocide.
Contemporary translation scholars Rainier Grutman and Trish Van
Bolderen have claimed that although “the process of self-translation seems to possess
several features that define it as an original practice or at least a particular category of
translation… it is much harder to pinpoint what sets self-translated texts apart as
products” and “[m]ore research is needed before we can make general statements
concerning the complex relationships between self-translations and original versions…”
(329). Yet, in recent years, contemporary scholars have begun to examine the ways in
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which self-translated works of literature can be defined as unique and autonomous
products. This dissertation has sought to contribute to the ongoing conversation about
self-translation as a unique practice, process, and product and to situate it à part from
non-authorial translation. By assessing the ways in which “translative loss,” i.e. literal
omission, rewriting, and linguistic creativity occur within a self-translated work of fiction
as compared to a work of non-authorial translation, this dissertation has attempted to
offer a new understanding of the relationship between self-translation and non-authorial
translation.
Ultimately, self-translation should be viewed as a dramatic form of
rewriting that is substantially informed and defined by “translative loss.” Moreover, selftranslation is an authorial and authoritative process of revision in which the bilingual
author functions as his or her own editor of a text. With a seemingly unbridled sense of
linguistic and semantic liberty, self-translators are free to alter and experiment with each
of their languages. As Sara Kippur notes, self-translation “is above all else an act of
boundary testing: situated, as it were, on the edge of language, it invites playfulness and
subterfuge, constantly affirming and challenging its own borders” (128). With two or
more languages at his or her disposal, self-translators will continue to transgress, and
even reinvent, the traditional confines of language. In the words of Nancy Huston,
“Traduire, non seulement ce n’est pas trahir, c’est un espoir pour l’humanité” [To
translate is not only not to betray; it is hope for humanity] (Huston, “Traduttore non è
traditore” 160). Self-translation is not only hope for humanity, but it is also hope for the
continued (re-)creation and proliferation of translingual literature.
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